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ABSTRACT 
 
 This study is an exploratory investigation into Rohingya refugee women’s everyday actions in the 
camps of Bangladesh. It engages a framework of intersectionality and an interpretive understanding of the 
relation between the women’s on-the-ground experiences with broader forces. Building on women’s 
narratives and deeper insight into their history and socio-cultural identities, the study concludes that the 
women demonstrate agency at every level of their actions. The reality of refugee women is far from an 
image of passivity. 
 The Rohingyas are the most persecuted ethnic minority in the world today; through the process of 
ethnic cleansing perpetrated by Myanmar leading to continual mass displacement, Rohingya women and 
girls have suffered mass brutality and sexual assault. In the current humanitarian operation of the camps 
in Bangladesh, which follows universal ideologies, these women are hence primarily considered to be in 
need of protection and passive recipients of aid. Women’s voices are unheard under this normalized 
representation of them. In this context, the study is a testimony to Rohingya refugee women’s everyday 
actions that directly or indirectly contribute to maintaining a normal life in the camps. The specific 
research questions examined by the study are—whether and how women’s family roles and individual 
activities depict their agency rather than vulnerability in a space of refuge, and how do women’s everyday 
engagement in the private sphere demonstrate their contributions instead of passivity.   
 The study finds that, Rohingya women’s agency is found in hybrid forms and through their 
indirect (invisible) nature of participation in the camp’s everyday visible socio-spatial processes. In the 
domestic realm, Rohingya women are engaged in filling the gaps of daily consumption imposed by 
severely restricted camp life. At the individual level, these women are engaging spatial and temporal 
negotiation strategies to accommodate their daily needs and also socio-cultural norms. Through this 
process of appropriation they are availing the humanitarian spaces planned on their behalf. In all of these 
processes, the hegemony of the existing structure manifests itself in women’s consenting to be spatially 
confined to the invisible (private) realm. Their “invisibility” in the public domain can be seen as one of 
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subordination by choice, what I call strategic subordination. These women are indeed actors rather than 
just recipients, acting at the very bottom level of the humanitarian power relations to contribute to the 
daily “visible” process of the camp’s socio-spatial existence. The study, drawing upon feminist critiques 
of human agency, recognizes the traditional West-formulated notions of agency that emphasize direct 
(visible/public) nature of contribution and has also been translated into international policies, is 
insufficient to account for the complexity of these women’s identities and choices of actions. 
 The findings suggest that a lens of “looking from below” enables a better understanding of 
women’s agency in their micro-practices on the ground. This viewpoint calls for a redefinition of agency, 
particularly in the context of the global South, and a formulation of a feminist methodology that can 
address the web of factors that (re)produce and (re)inscribe power imbalances at multiple levels. 
Grounded on the findings of the study, suggestions for improving conditions of Rohingya women’s lives 
inside the camps take into account both immediate and strategic interventions to ensure their effective 
participation and ultimately to impact the gender-power relations. In this connection, the study advocates 
for the applicability of the concept of elective affinity within the methodology of gender planning. This 
concept, by utilizing a combination of socio-cultural factors having greater affinity to bring about desired 
outcomes, will enable a foresight of the changes in women’s lives—changes that are, in fact, also 
adequate for the whole community.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
 “Women and girls face discrimination and violence every day, simply because of their gender. An 
ordinary task like collecting water or going to the toilet can put them at risk of rape or abuse. In times of 
displacement this problem escalates. Women and girls make up around 50 percent of any refugee, 
internally displaced or stateless population, and those who are unaccompanied, pregnant, heads of 
households, disabled or elderly are especially vulnerable.”    
—UNHCR Donation Manifesto1  
 When we hear the term “refugee,” the universal image that pops up in our minds is of a 
vulnerable and unfortunate group of people trapped in some land away from their own who cannot return 
or are in fear of doing so. The term “refugee women” adds additional levels of vulnerability to that image. 
A “women in refuge” can thus be said to be at the “margin of the margins.” Not only are they at risk of 
violence but also their normative gender roles and everyday domestic chores exacerbate the risks, as 
expressed in the UNHCR manifesto quoted above. However, the emphasis on vulnerability in refugee 
women’s representation within humanitarian and refugee discourse has given rise to the rhetoric of need 
based on “protection” in the whole process of which refugee women are considered as mere helpless 
victims and passive recipients. This global norm of passivity essentializes an identity of “non-agentic” 
beings and naturally overlooks the truth of their everyday struggle as well as their contributions. This 
study, from within the Gender and Development (GAD) and Gender and Forced Migration (GAFM) 
approach,2 is an attempt to uncover the truth of the everyday life of refugees and see those experiences as 
forms of grassroot planning through a lens of gender. By shifting the focus from women’s vulnerability to 
their everyday roles in “actions,” it intends to show women’s identity as “actors” rather than passive 
beings who lack agency. The study is therefore a testimony of refugee women’s everyday actions that 
directly or indirectly contribute to maintaining a normal life under restrictions. It is also in particular the 
 
1 https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/women.html. 
2 Gender and Forced Migration (GAFM) is parallel with a Gender and Development (GAD) approach  
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story of the women who are not noticed as change makers but primarily as inhabitants of the private 
realm.  
 Toward this end, I explore Rohingya women’s everyday life in the refugee camps of Bangladesh 
that house nearly a million of Rohingya refugees—the most persecuted ethnic minority in the world today 
(Shahana et al., 2019, p. 46). Although the Rohingya crisis caught attention of the international society as 
a refugee problem and evidence of “ethnic cleansing” by the state of Myanmar only after the mass exodus 
of 723,000 Rohingya in 2017, Rohingyas have been arriving in Bangladesh and living as displaced illegal 
migrants since the 1970s. The migrations can actually be traced far back into colonial history,3 throughout 
which the Rohingyas had frequent movement between the Rakhine state and the southern regions of 
Bangladesh (particularly Chottogram, the current location of camps). Today, the Rohingya camp in 
Bangladesh is considered to be the world’s largest refugee camp, and Rohingya women constitute the 
major half of the refugee population.4 Throughout the process of ethnic cleansing Rohingya women and 
girls have experienced sexual and gender-based violence perpetrated by both Myanmar military and 
Rakhine (tribe) Buddhist groups. The women within the Rohingya populations in the camps are 
considered to be the most vulnerable and passive beings; they not only have traumatic pasts but also are in 
constant risk of abuse within their own community and camp space. In such a context, the study 
investigates Rohingya women’s everyday actions in the camp space to shed light on their invisible 
contributions toward the camps’ daily sustenance and emphasize their identity as “participants” of 
everyday humanitarian space. By defining their everyday roles and actions through a framework of 
agency, I establish them as actors, as opposed to the humanitarian norm of passive victims. Through all 
this, I also examine the refugee experiences from the Southern context—a relatively new (and 
underrepresented) area in the discussion of global refugees.  
 
3 A detailed history throughout colonial and post-independence as a background of the refugee problem is discussed 
in Chapter 2. 
4 The current camp population is 860,243 according to UNHCR. Source: Life for the Rohingya in the world’s largest 
refugee camps, Thomson Reuters Foundation News, https://news.trust.org/packages/life-for-the-rohingya-in-the-
worlds-largest-refugee-camp/. 
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 My thesis therefore attempts to reveal Rohingya refugee women’s invisible agency, and this 
chapter is meant to introduce the background of the problem and the scope of the study. The chapter 
contains five sections. In the first section (1.1), I present a more specific context of the problem to help 
define the boundaries of this study. The second section (1.2) outlines the problem statement. The third 
and fourth (1.3 and 1.4) summarize the research questions and objectives of the study and describe the 
methodology of the study. Finally, Section 1.5 outlines the overall organization of the thesis. 
1.1 Background of the Problem 
 This section identifies the specific problems arising from the image of refugee women’s 
passiveness in three specific areas: (1) the global humanitarian policy programs, by considering refugee 
women primarily as passive victims, naturally hinder women’s participation in decision-making 
processes; (2) in global academic refugee and forced migration studies, very few narratives about refugee 
women’s actions and contributions exist beyond their stories of vulnerabilities; and (3) in the regional-
level response to the Rohingya refugee crisis, similar norms are being followed whereby Rohingya 
women are seen as the most vulnerable victims of the crisis and the gender-based programs are derived to 
serve them instead of seeking their voices. 
The norm of passivity in humanitarian policy and practice  
The international humanitarian programs based on an identity of passive victims are set up to 
“protect” and provide gender specific “special assistance” (against sexual abuse, reproductive and mental 
healthcare, etc.) to refugee women. Such notions naturally locate them as “recipients.” The major problem 
with the practice of this norm of passivity (as the basis of interventions) is that in the long term it 
perpetuates gender inequalities and reinscribes women’s subordination in the overall humanitarian power 
relations—first, by preventing their contributions and interests (voices), and second, by failing to see 
them as “actors” with specific interests and choices.   
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The particular problems arising from the issue are threefold in my view. First, it depoliticizes 
women’s actions, particularly care work, as economically non-rewarding (Ager et al., 1995; Baines, 2004; 
Callamard, 1996; Freedman, 2007, p 38; Malkki, 1996, cited in Freedman, 2007) and eventually 
undermines their priority within the humanitarian care process (Del Mundo, 1995). For example, women-
specific programs are mostly undertaken by “adding and stirring” to extant programs (Indra, 1989, 1999), 
and this always gives way to cutting the components under budget constraints and overlooking women’s 
additional needs (Farrington, 2019). Second, the practice (of the passivity norm) fails to ensure 
meaningful participation of women (in their own voices) in the decision-making processes (Hyndman 
2010, 2004, 1998, 1997; Indra 1999, 1987, 1989; Nahla, 2003). Not only does it overlook or women’s 
particular experiences and opinions, but it also reinforces a culture of “representation” that benefits 
fundraising from the symbol of vulnerability (Swidler, 1986) and thus “silences” women’s voices 
(Freedman, 2007). Although the inclusion of women as “equal partners” in the decision-making process 
within UNHCR gender policies has recently grown (Anderson et al., 1992; Hyndman, 1997; UNHCR 
1990, 1991), the application of these programs is ineffective on the ground because the perception of 
women as “passive recipients” persists. Third, the universal (Western) humanitarian programs with the 
“protection measure” at their core fails to respect the cultural differences because they see Southern 
women primarily as global subjects of charity (Grewal, 2005; Gupta & Ferguson, 1992; Indra 1997). This 
notion regrettably fails not only to respect the contextuality but more importantly to “recognize” Southern 
women’s actions and choices. All of these problems eventually act to increase and maintain the gap 
between the rhetoric and realities of the policies (Freedman 2007; Martin, 2010), particularly of the 
policies in place to ensure women’s participation in the decision-making process. 
Absence of refugee women’s narratives in the world literature 
 The traditional (Western) notion of agency5 depoliticizing the framing of care work and 
narratives of refugee women’s vulnerability dominate academia as well (Indra, 1999; Krause, 2014). 
 
5 Rational acts of making choices and participation in the formal politics, for example.  
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Though the popular depiction of “refugees” as mere victims (Bauman, 2002) has been challenged by 
recent refugee studies (Agier, 2008; Al-Nassir, 2016; Krause, 2014; Owens, 2009; Redclift, 2013; Sanyal, 
2011, 2014; Sigona, 2015; Turner, 2010; Turton, 2003), these conversations through their primary focus 
on “political” participation ignore the experiences of women, particularly of the women who reside in the 
private realm. Recognition of care work in the private sphere as contributions has been advocated by a 
number of feminists within the citizenship and also planning discourse (Bakker, 2003; Desai, 2002; 
Lawson & Klak, 1990; Lister 2003; McDowell 1991; Miraftab 1998, 2006; Naples, 1998). However, the 
few conversations on gender within refugee studies through a framing of women’s involvement in public 
participation and political resistance (Giacaman, 1989; Hasso, 2005; Lentin, 2011; Peteet, 1992; Ryan, 
2015) largely overlooks the “other women’s” (Finden, 2018) silent actions and roles within the domestic 
realm, in particular. 
 As a result, the narratives that exist today about refugee women’s experiences throughout refugee 
and forced migration scholarship are predominantly of violence and vulnerabilities and not actions and 
contributions. These narratives naturally support a depiction of refugee women as vulnerable beings in 
need of protection. The major problem that I see is therefore the absence of women’s voices and 
experiences beyond vulnerabilities in the world literature. This is a problem because, as theories are 
eventually transform into policies, these narratives fail to inform the policy programs about the 
importance of these women’s roles and actions. This is particularly noticeable in the case of Southern 
women’s experiences, narratives of whom are very few within the global literature and mostly as subjects 
of Western pity. This paucity of attention toward Southern women’s on ground experiences, in my view, 
also fails to provide a legitimate basis for enabling a contextual application of the universal programs in 
the Southern contexts.  
The Rohingya refugee problem and humanitarian gender care programs   
 The Rohingya refugee problem on the land of Bangladesh is being addressed as a temporary 
humanitarian solution through the management of camps. The particular problem that this study is 
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concerned with is that Rohingya women’s integration into the humanitarian intervention is perceived 
through their inclusion as protection “recipients” instead of their “participation by choice.” On one hand 
there is an excessive emphasis on women’s healthcare- and awareness-based programs—the family 
planning6 and counselling programs7 that serve and educate the women—while on the other, the 
participatory planning process mostly excludes the women.8 The norm of passivity allows a utilitarian 
gain by mobilizing support for women’s immediate protection needs but it works against the long-term 
egalitarian gain by essentializing a particular set of gender roles (Freedman, 2007, 2015). This set of roles 
reinscribes women’s subordination by redefining them as beings lacking agency, voice, and opinion 
requiring representation.  
 The concern of lack of meaningful participation of women to affect real changes has been raised 
extensively since the 1970s by number of feminists within development planning discourse (e.g., 
Himmelstrand, 1990; Kabeer, 2005, Karl, 1983; 1995; Khairy, 1986; Moser, 1993) and within gender and 
forced migration studies since the 1980s (Hyndman, 1999, 2000; Indra, 1989). Nevertheless, the norm 
continues within the current humanitarian planning of the Rohingya camps. I identify this continuity of 
practice to be a result of the persistent global frame of passivity that impedes the perception of refugee 
 
6 Family planning is more of a site-based concern. This may be justified on the grounds of women’s health-based 
concern, but the age-old sole target of women in this process while excluding men is still evident. This whole 
family-planning intervention can also be seen as a form of control to limit the numbers (population growth) of 
Rohingyas on the land of Bangladesh (based on conversations with NGO representatives) as well as a form of 
violation of their preferences of having increased head counts to enjoy the benefit of increased total income 
(Farzana, 2017). 
7 Trauma counselling is a universal component of GBV programs in today’s humanitarian care. At the Rohingya 
camp level, NGOs engage female community volunteers to bring other women to the centers for counselling. They 
have also informed that women mostly like to remain silent and prioritize not being seen going there, as social 
shame works against it while the risk of disclosure of the past remains. A trauma counselling culture is a very 
Western-based feature of care that is still not common even in the context of Bangladesh also. In this setting, 
psychological well-being through professionals seems to be aimed against the behavior of the community in my 
eyes. It is a pre-designed program conceived to be helpful for the well-being of refugee women who have been 
through traumatic experiences.  
8 The whole humanitarian operation is very top-down. The extent of community engagement that exists are mostly 
in the form of participation of the community in paid works. Through this, it is a well-known humanitarian structure 
today in operation of camps to recruit female volunteers in care work. In the field of human settlement this concept 
of community participation is defined by UNHCS in 1984 as “the voluntary and democratic involvement of poor in 
carrying out these project activities”.  However, other than that the minimum extent of negotiations that are made 
with the community (needs and demands, follow ups etc.) are done with the community men. The gender-based 
programs that are in place mostly serve women’s gender-specific needs primarily as recipients. the participatory  
camp (physical and spatial) planning process operates out of the scope of the gender-based sector’s monitoring and 
women’s representation by community men is normalized within it.  
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women’s identity as actors and silences their voices in the decision-making process. These realizations, 
from within the humanitarian practice and academia (global and regional), inspired me to adopt an 
alternative way of looking into (Southern) refugee women’s actions to uphold their contributions against 
the depoliticized depiction of their experiences and establish them as actors who make choices. 
1.2 Problem Statement 
 The humanitarian policy programs and refugee literature treat refugee women primarily as 
victims and passive recipients‒who lack agency. This global norm normalizes refugee women’s 
representation in decision-making processes. Through this process the Southern women’s experiences are 
further buried by the application of Western ideologies. To effectively impact their lives, refugee 
women’s voices needs to be heard, agency needs to be uncovered.   
1.3 Research questions, aims, and objectives   
 In refugee situations, besides the many risks faced also by men, women are subject to sexual 
assault, exploitation, and neglect because of patriarchal ideologies (Indra, 1999; McSpadden & Moussa, 
1993). In the disruption of communal and familial structures, women’s social networks women also 
become more vulnerable due to the loss of protection that once existed (Hyndman, 2000; Martin, 2004). 
In spite of all these, women’s pivotal role in family life is a known fact (Allmen, 1987) that continues 
during the days of disruptions as well. Continuity of gender roles (care) and disruption-induced risks (i.e., 
risk of abuse) combined are mostly portrayed as refugee women’s vulnerability.  
 In this context, the study intends to explore—whether and how their family roles and individual 
activities depict their agency rather than vulnerability in spaces of refuge, and how these women’s 
everyday engagement at the private sphere demonstrate their contributions instead of their passivity. To 
examine these questions, I investigate women’s everyday interactions and response strategies to 
maneuver, dwell, and perform daily activities within the camps through particular questions: (1) What 
strategies are the women adopting to accommodate their daily needs and practices within the camp space? 
(2) Which factors work behind the choices of their actions? (3) How do their everyday negotiations 
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contribute to the everyday life of the camps? These three specific queries derived from the problem 
statement guide the methods and analyses of the study. 
 Through the queries, I intend to amplify Rohingya women’s voices and emphasize their agency 
through a relation of their on-the-ground experiences to the broader (context) forces. The aim of the thesis 
is ultimately to contribute to a re-framing of the global norm of refugee women’s passivity and call for a 
shift from the traditional notion of agency. Taking the issue of Rohingya refugee women as a case study 
from the global South, my study has the following specific objectives: 
• To identify Rohingya women’s various forms of actions and spatial negotiations at the household and 
individual levels within the refugee camps. 
• To understand the influencing factors behind these women’s self-identities and choices of 
negotiations.  
• To shed light on the women’s daily contribution from the private sphere toward the everyday 
sustenance of the camps.  
• To establish that these women’s various forms of everyday actions are demonstrations of their agency 
as opposed to passivity. 
1.4 Methodology  
 The thesis is an exploratory investigation into Rohingya refugee women’s everyday activities; it 
uses a qualitative inquiry to collect and analyze women’s narratives. The method involves a field 
investigation into the Rohingya refugee camps of Bangladesh that includes ethnographic observation, 
focus group discussion with Rohingya women, and semi-structured interviews of humanitarian 
(agencies/NGOs) personnel. Additionally, I use a lens of intersectionality and an interpretive method of 
understanding within Weber’s Verstehen9 methodology to recognize women’s world of actions through a 
 
9Weber explains Verstehen (understanding) as involving “first the production of—let us say it calmly—‘imaginary 
constructs’ by the disregarding of one or more of those elements of ‘reality’ which are actually present, and by the 
mental construction of a course of events, which is altered through modification of one or more ‘conditions’” 
(Weber, 1998, p. 173). In simplest terms, it is to put oneself into the other’s shoes and understand the meaning of the 
actions from their point of view.  
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deeper insight of the historical and socio-cultural context. Ultimately, I follow a redefined framework of 
agency to define these women’s actions as representation of their agency. This framework is derived 
based on the expanded notion of politics proposed by feminists and scholarly conversations within the 
forced migration discourse of the global South.    
 The field investigation took place in the Kutupalong camp, the largest of two official Rohingya 
refugee camps of Bangladesh located in Cox’s Bazar.10 Figure 1 shows the location of Cox’s Bazar in 
Bangladesh. I spent a total of two weeks in Cox’s Bazar in January 2020 upon receiving approval from 
the university IRB in late December 2019. 
Map source: ISCG; retrieved from https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh). 
Figure 1. Map of Bangladesh showing location of Cox’s Bazar.   
 During this period, I visited two sub-blocks (A-36 and A-39) within Camp 8W and conducted six 
focus group discussions with a total of 54 women. The number of participants varied between 8 to 10 per 
 
10 Cox’s Bazar is a coastal city within Chottogram (or Chittagong) district of Bangladesh (southeastern part) and is 
well known for the largest sea beach in the world. A brief overview of the context is in Chapter 2. 
N 
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discussion. The site selection was primarily based on the intervention area of the NGO that assisted me 
throughout the field investigation. Figure 2 contains a map of Kutupalong camp with a demarcation of 
Camp 8W. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Map source: ISCG; retrieved from https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh). 
Figure 2.  Layout map of Kutupalong Camp with block boundaries.  
 The target population was women aged above 18, primarily homemakers. I also happened to 
conduct a discussion among a group of community volunteers. Participant selection was random: I halted 
randomly at a house for discussion, and mainly women from the adjacent houses gathered for each 
discussion. A majority of the participants were married, and few among them were single (widow or left 
by husbands). The open discussions were guided by questions focused on their activities throughout the 
days, from waking up in the morning including details like going to toilet. The discussion sessions were 
held for 1.5 to 2 hours.  
 A female NGO representative (local) accompanied me during the whole visit, mainly for the 
purpose of participant recruitment. She, for the early few days, also assisted as an interpreter including 
two discussion sessions. The Rohingyas speak a language similar to that of the people of Chottogram 
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region, but it involves a local dialect (of the southern part of Bangladesh) of Bangla language. Hence, I 
was advised by the NGOs to engage an interpreter. However, upon facing difficulties due to the presence 
of an interpreter, I decided to conduct the rest of the discussions myself; I felt that she was adding her 
own interpretations and comments to the participants’ responses rather than conveying them to me 
exactly. She also kept engaging in conversations with them, sometimes even confronting the participants 
if they voiced any dissatisfaction regarding aid services. This was affecting the purpose of my visit in a 
negative way and also made it hard for me to connect with the Rohingya women. As I spent more time in 
the camp in the midst of the people, I became more confident in grasping their accents and decided not to 
engage an intermediary. A great number of the participants spoke Bangla very well, but the rest conversed 
in their own accent. I need to also mention I was native11 (paternal origin) to the region (southeast), and I 
have a modest level of understanding of the local accents.  
 Besides the discussions, I interviewed 6 NGO personnel, both field workers and officials. In 
addition to the field investigation, I attended the conference on “Beyond the Crisis Narrative: Rohingya 
Statelessness and Its Implications for Bangladesh,” held at University of California–Berkeley on February 
7, 2020, to gain a current insight from the experts around the Rohingya crisis issue. I have used 
information from their presentations and my conversations with them as well in different parts of this 
thesis.  
 I also engaged in informal conversations with a few people (NGO personnel, Rohingyas) while 
walking around the camp, including community (block) leaders. My everyday walk through the camps 
during the days of my visit accumulated important sights of the socio-spatial situations inside and outside 
the camps. I use my overall observations to establish my arguments. I also reflect upon my study findings 
from my lifelong experiences (personal and professional) on the land of Bangladesh. Through the 
profession of architecture (within the disaster and development field), I have five years’ experiences of 
working with grassroots people in different villages (including Chottogram region), particularly women. I 
 
11 My father was born and raised here before he migrated (in early 1980s) to the capital city Dhaka- my place of 
birth. It is a common practice in Bangladesh that families maintain close relationship with the relatives, as my 
family did.  
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also use my personal experience-based understanding of the socio-cultural context while I interpret the 
women’s beliefs and choices.  
1.5 Organization of the Thesis 
 The thesis is divided into five chapters. Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 gives an 
overview of the socio-cultural and historical background of the Rohingya population and the current 
Rohingya “refugee” problem in Bangladesh. Its purpose is bifold: it familiarizes the reader with the 
contested past of the Rohingyas, including pre- and post-colonial periods, and it gives a brief account of 
the historical influence of the Indian subcontinent (Bengal in particular) on the Rohingyas. I apply the 
insights of the historical and socio-cultural context of the Rohingyas in my discussion of Rohingya 
women’s agency in Chapter 4.   
 Chapter 3 provides the reader with a thorough examination of the literature, primarily feminist 
scholarship, around women’s agency and everyday actions in a refugee situation, mainly in the global 
South context. It shows how scholars have portrayed refugee women’s actions all together through the 
acts of coping, resilience, and resistance. It also documents how feminists have contributed to a deeper 
understanding of the broader forces that can influence women’s choices and actions. The purpose of this 
section is primarily to establish the need of a redefinition of agency and to eventually formulate a re-
defined framework from the scholarly conversations that will appropriately capture refugee women’s 
actions in the context of global South opposed to the universal framework.  I use this framework to argue 
for Rohingya women’s agency. 
Chapter 4 presents the findings and observations based on the field investigation; I introduce the 
reader to the various forms of activities that constitute the Rohingya women’s everyday camp life. I 
emphasize their household contributions and individual-level spatial negotiations. Based on that, through 
an intersectional analysis and deeper insights into their history and socio-cultural identities, I analyze their 
world of actions. Following the redefined framework of agency (derived from literature), I discuss how I 
see these women’s actions to demonstrate their agency. With reference to the historical culture of Bengal 
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that influenced Rohingya identity, I further discuss the importance of recognizing the association of the 
private sphere with women’s identity in the context of the global South. 
Chapter 5 concludes the thesis by summing up the analyses and the findings presented 
throughout. It outlines the major arguments indicating why Rohingya refugee women are not merely 
passive beings and that their every action demonstrates agency. The chapter ends by discussing the scope 
of the gender planning tradition within the humanitarian sphere and urges a redefinition of agency and its 
implications in the notions of women empowerment for the context of the global South, southern Asia in 
particular. 
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CHAPTER 2: UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT 
 
 The Rohingya were the Muslim inhabitants of the medieval land of Arakan, the majority of whom 
have now taken shelter in Bangladesh after being forced to flee Myanmar. The Myanmar province of 
Arakan, renamed as Rakhine in 1974, is located in the northwestern region of that country adjacent to the 
southeastern border of Bangladesh. Figure 3 shows the location of the current Rakhine state. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Map Source: Gutman, P., Hudson, B., Htin, K. M., & Aung, K. T. (2007). Rock art and artisans in the Lemro 
Valley, Arakan, Myanmar. Antiquity, 81(313), 655–674 
Figure 3. Map showing location of Arakan state at the borders of Bangladesh and Myanmar. 
 The Rohingya have been considered as one of the most oppressed, victimized, and “persecuted 
ethnic minority” groups in the world (Shahana et al., 2019, p. 46). Despite their history of living on the 
land of Rakhine state in current Myanmar for generations, the Rohingya as an ethno-religious minority 
have been systematically excluded from citizenship rights and protections, rendering them stateless (Tran, 
2015). The chapter gives an overview of the historical and socio-political context in which identities are 
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constructed. This historical-cultural connection of Arakan and Bengal as well as the Rohingyas’ history of 
persecution is vital for the study’s arguments made in Chapter 4 (4.6). 
 This chapter includes three sections. Section 2.1 depicts the (pre)colonial past of the Rohingyas as 
the inhabitants of a frontier land and shows their interconnectedness with the Chottogram people in terms 
of culture and religion. This section also brings to light the two levels of historical tension—between 
Arakan and Burma (state level) and between Arakanese Muslims (Rohingya) and Buddhists (interstate). 
Section 2.2 sheds light on the statelessness and persecution in post-colonial Myanmar that have led to 
their forced migration since the 1970s. Finally, Section 2.3 gives an overview of the current “refugee 
problem” on the land of Bangladesh and the response of national and international society toward it.  
2.1 Formation of Rohingya Identity: Precolonial and Colonial Past 
 Although the etymological root of the word is disputed, the most widely accepted theory is 
that Rohang derives from the word “Arakan” in the Rohingya dialect, and “ga” or “gya” means “from” 
(Akhanda, 2013). And thus by identifying as Rohingya, the ethnic minority group asserts its ties to a land 
that was once a part of the medieval Arakan Kingdom (Ahmed, 2019). They are supposed to be an ethnic 
blend of indigenous Hindu populace (from the west, i.e., India) and Mongols (from east of the land) 
(Yegar, 1972). During the ninth century, the Arakan region, including Chottogram of Bangladesh, came 
into contact with Muslim Arab merchants, and with passage of time12 Bengalis, Persians, Moghuls, Turks, 
and Pathans also arrived and settled there (Tran, 1996). With the center of trade colonies in Bengal, Yegar 
(1972) argues that the Muslims have had a well-established presence in northern Arakan since the twelfth 
century (cited in Farzana, 2017; p. 42). 
 The geographic location of Arakan or Rakhine state is also an important factor that binds this 
group into a sociological unit (Farzana, 2017). The Arakan region was not a part of Myanmar until 1784 
(after the Burmese conquest), and as a frontier up to then, has been a contested land itself historically. As 
 
12 During 785–957, Arab traders began to settle both in Arakan and Chittagong of present-day Bangladesh. 
Intermixture with the local population led to the first Indian‐Rohingyas of Arakan. During this time, in both Arakan 
and Chittagong, the influence of Sanskrit, Pali, Arabic, Persi, and Portuguese eventually formed the 
Indian‐Rohingya dialect, which is similar to the Chottogram-ian dialect with their slight variations. 
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Amartya Sen pointed out, “the geographical areas, now northern Arakan or Rakhine state, changed hands 
among neighboring feudal rulers and boundaries were always elastic in the old pre-colonial days” (cited 
in Farzana, 2017, p. 41; Zarni, 2013, p. 3). Eaton’s (1993) historical exploration of the rise of Islam in the 
Bengal frontier found that, throughout the process the Islamic influence (from the west) reached up to 
Arakan, east of which domination was by the Burmese culture (Mongol origin). Arakan as an independent 
kingdom (15th–17th centuries) was thus heavily under Islamic (Bengal culture and religion) influence 
despite the majority of inhabitants being Buddhists.13 Throughout this period Chottogram was under 
Arakan state (Figure 4) until the Mughals conquered it in 1666.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Map of precolonial Bengal showing Arakan state boundary. 
 From the middle of the 17th century onward, Arakan came under the domination of Mughals and 
remained so until the Burmese conquest (of Arakan) in the late 18th century. It is vital to note that, 
throughout the period discussed, Burma (geographically disconnected east) had been more of an enemy 
for the Arakanese (Akhanda, 2013), and hence they had a historically closer (genealogically) connection 
with Chottogram of Bengal.  
 
13 “The Muslim influence was so prominent that the Arakanese Buddhist kings became “somewhat Mahomedanised 
in their ideas” (Bhattacharya, 1927). Over a period of 200 years (1430–1638) Arakanese kings adopted Muslim 
names in addition to their own earlier names (Jilani, 1999). 
Bay of Bengal 
 
 
Source: WorldHistoryMap.info. 
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 Since the Burmese conquest of Arakan, under Burmese kings’ rule, these Muslim Arakan 
inhabitants experienced oppression of many forms14 and as a result during the period of 1790–1797 
thousands of people from this region fled to the then-adjacent British colonial territory of Bengal 
(particularly Chottogram region)15 (Harvey, 1967). Therefore, the forced migration can actually be traced 
far back into colonial history. Beginning from this period, insurgence against Burmese rule among the 
Arakanese also started to form, but it was not successful under Burmese domination (Akhanda, 2013). 
The relationship between Arakan state and the Burmese kingdom was thus marked by animosity and deep 
mistrust. 
 Following the British takeover of Burma (1824–1948), a colonial expansion through the Bengal 
to Burma, the Arakanese, Karen,16 and many other minority groups in the peripheral states of Burma 
collaborated with the colonial power against the Burmese state (Farzana, 2017). This collaboration played 
a vital role in the demarcation of boundaries between the Arakanese (including Rohingya) and Burma. 
During the colonial period the British ruled Burma as a province of colonial India, the administrative 
rearrangement stimulated massive regional labor flows, prompting in-migration (male workers) from 
Chottogram to Arakan till 1937. Many of these Indian laborers stayed on in Burma even after the British 
had left (Farzana, 2017). This in-migration process and the Islamic (Bengali) influence throughout history 
on the Rohingya are today used to justify them as “illegal Bengali migrants” by Burma. However, the 
newly arrived and the indigenous Arakanese (Muslim and Buddhists) lived in harmony until the Japanese 
invasion (during World War II), which initiated clashes between the religious groups as nationalist 
ideologies of Burma arose through the liberation movement17 against the British (Cheesman, 2017; 
Pittaway, 2008). This historical process has therefore isolated the Rohingya group as an Arakanese 
 
14 The Burmese king reportedly conscripted thousands of people into forced labor in the brick fields and 
construction sector, for example (Farzana, 2017, p. 43). 
15 There has been mention of evidence of 100,000 refugees within 12 miles of Ramu, a village in the current Cox’s 
Bazar (Akhanda, 2013, p. 46). 
16 Another ethnic minority group of people that currently inhabits on the Thai-Burma border. 
17 National liberation movement led by Aung San, father of Aung San Suu Kyi. 
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Muslim minority from the newly formed state since 1948 and from the Buddhist majority who once lived 
in harmony with Muslims.  
2.2 Brief History of Forced Migration: Post Myanmar Independence  
 The British, after becoming involved in World War II, soon departed from this part of the land 
and during the process annexed Chottogram to Bangladesh (then eastern Pakistan) and Arakan (now 
Rakhine state) to Burma.18 The post-independence leaders, promising to build national unity, emphasized 
development and use of a common language, education system, and culture (Farzana, 2017). Within this 
process of growing nationalism and the rise of military regime (by the 1960s, the Rohingyas were 
rendered as “others” and “outsiders” for their historic collaboration with the British, connection with the 
Bengalis, and being Muslims as well.  
 The first (1947) and second (1974) constitution, although they acknowledged Rohingyas as 
citizens, had ambiguous indications of severe discrimination based on their ethno-religious minority 
status (Farzana, 2017). Further discrimination was justified, some argue, as part of the nation-building 
process when Burma militarized the Arakan region to ensure security and sovereignty, initiate 
development programs and control logging (Khan & Khan, 2009). It established several military bases 
close to Rohingya settlements, and the systematic everyday surveillance also made tremendous impact on 
the Rohingya’s everyday life (Farzana, 2017, p. 49). Another purpose of militarization was to disband the 
insurgent movements rising from the Rohingyas and other ethnic minority groups. In 1977, as an 
expansion of these control measures, the Burmese military junta launched an immigration operation19 that 
eventually resulted in the displacement of more than 200,000 Rohingyas to Bangladesh (Shahana, et al., 
2019), as the first wave of forced migration. Then the 1982 citizenship law of Myanmar legally 
(officially) rendered them stateless, and since then Rohingyas have been subjected to exclusions through 
 
18 There are also allegations that some of the Rohingyas lobbied for annexation of Arakan to (East) Pakistan rather 
than Burma, but failed (Tinker, 1957). 
19 Operation Na-Ga-Min (Dragon King) to curtail unlawful residence on Myanmar. The goal was to register citizens 
and screen out foreigners prior to a national census (Peiris, 1978).   
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discriminatory policies,20 persecution, limited freedom of movement,21 land appropriation, and lack of 
citizenship rights (Robinson & Rahman, 2012). Besides categorical discrimination and limitations, they 
live under extreme poverty and lack development programs. The Rohingya on the land of Myanmar thus 
have been denied access to higher education and other government services and amenities, including 
health, housing, and sanitation (Shahana et al., 2019). According to Bosson (2007), these coercive 
measures include forced labor, land annexation, and obligatory agricultural practices that have operated 
cumulatively over time and caused severe violations of human rights. 
 Amid the Rohingya’s restricted socioeconomic life, the military atrocities and communal clashes 
continued. The second wave of forced migration took place in 1991 following the “development”-led 
military operation on Arakan land that led to mass evacuation of Rohingya to Bangladesh. By March 
1992, over 270,000 emigrants and refugees were dispersed in and around Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh (Asia 
Watch, 2006). Following the second wave, from 2012 to 2014, a number of violent communal clashes 
between Rakhine22 Buddhists and Rohingya Muslims forced many Rohingya to flee. In a declaration of 
emergency during this period, armed forces continued to be involved in “violence and other human rights 
abuses against the Rohingya including killings and mass scale arrests of Rohingya men and boys in North 
Rakhine State” (Refugees International, 2012; Shahana et al., 2019, p. 46). Throughout this process, 
military forces and Rakhine Buddhists were both involved in the violence including indiscriminate brutal 
killings, sexual assault, and physical abuse (Shahana et al., 2019). Amnesty International (2016) reported 
that the military operation, even after the clashes, caused many casualties by carrying out indiscriminate 
 
20 The 1982 Citizenship Law represents systemic discrimination at a policy level by the government of Myanmar, 
which openly denies the Rohingya access to basic human rights such as access to education, employment, marriage 
(i.e., heavy tax), reproduction, and freedom of movement. Source: A briefing by the Burmese Rohingya 
Organization UK, January 2015.  
21 Rohingya people are also subjected to routine forced labor. Typically, a Rohingya man will have to give up one 
day a week to work on military or government projects, and one night for sentry duty. The Rohingya have also lost a 
lot of arable land, which has been confiscated by the military to give to Buddhist settlers from elsewhere in 
Myanmar. The movement of the Rohingya people is strictly limited to only a few surrounding areas and even there, 
a travel pass is required. If they travel without permission or overstay the time allowed on their travel pass, they are 
open to being prosecuted and may even receive jail sentences. For more information, see “What drives the Rohingya 
to sea?” by Jonathan Head, BBC news at http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/7872635.stm and Chris Lewa’s 
“North Arakan: An open prison for the Rohingya in Burma,” Forced Migration Review, at 
https://www.fmreview.org/statelessness/lewa.  
22 Buddhist ethnic group in Arakan state. 
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arrest, looting, gang rapes,23 and brutal killing of civilians.24 Throughout this historical process of 
“othering” (Farzana, 2017), it is also noticeable that the Rohingyas retained their own identity25 and 
culture maintaining ties to the west (historical Bengal, current southeastern Bangladesh). The communal 
clashes also give testimony to their adherence to ethno-religious identity.  
 Violence broke out again on 25 August 2017 in northern Rakhine State when a Rohingya 
insurgent group attacked the military forces (Htusan, 2017; Shahana et al., 2019). Following the ambush, 
the security forces along with Buddhist ethnic group instigated a “clearance operation,” which caused the 
death of more than 1,000 people and forced over 400,000 people to emigrate, mostly to Bangladesh, by 
September 2017, leading to a humanitarian crisis (Shahana et al., 2019, p. 47). 
 In summary, the causes that forced the Rohingya to migrate can be said to be trifold (South, 
2007). One form is the frequent armed clashes between the Rohingya Muslim and Rakhine Buddhists that 
resulted in conflicts and counter-insurgencies26 undermining human and food security. The second form 
was military operations, justified by the Myanmar government as development based (resource extraction 
and infrastructure development) confiscation of lands, which through historical insight can also be 
explained as deliberate form of “ethnic cleansing.”27 The third form can be said to be the insecure 
 
23 Throughout the process of persecution, rape of Rohingya women has been committed by the military forces. Rape, 
characterized as a form of genocide by 1948 convention, has been visited upon the Rohingyas in all three of its 
forms: to damage demography, mutilate (humiliate), and kill. Source: Rahima Begum’s presentation at “Beyond the 
Crisis Narratives: Rohingya Statelessness and its Implication for Bangladesh,” February 7, 2020, at UC Berkeley. 
Also, abduction of woman and gang rape was common. For more information, see “Rohingya crisis: Muslim women 
reveal rape and torture inflicted by Burma military force” published on Independent on December 11, 2017. 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/rohingya-crisis-women-rape-muslims-burma-military-soldiers-
ethnic-cleansing-genocide-a8103441.html  
24 A documentary “I am Rohingya: A Genocide in Four Acts” that casts Rohingya youth living in asylum in Canada 
shows the nature of persecution on civilians through the Rohingya’s narratives- burning down of houses, killing and 
arrest of men, killing of children, abductions and rape of women. 
25 The term Rohingya is not used by the Myanmar government, which calls them Arakanese Muslims. (Source: 
Presentation of Hannah Beach, at “Beyond the Crisis Narratives: Rohingya Statelessness and its Implication for 
Bangladesh,” February 7, 2020). The community itself and those forced to leave prefer to be called Rohingya as a 
symbol of their communal identity (Farzana, 2017, p. 50).  
26 The 2012 communal clash initiated as a result of rape and murder of a Buddhist woman by a group of Rohingya 
men. 
27 International human rights groups (Amnesty Int., Human rights Watch, etc.) and several other scholars have 
severely criticized and labeled the army attacks on Rohingya Muslims as “crimes against humanity,” “genocide,” 
and “ethnic cleansing” (Shahana et al., 2019). 
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livelihood and lack of basic amenities that drive the Rohingyas to migrate (also internally) in search of a 
living.  
2.3. The Rohingya Refugee Problem  
 According to the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), more than 723,000 Rohingya have fled to 
Bangladesh since 25 August 2017. Although the Rohingya crisis caught attention as a refugee problem in 
the international arena following the mass exodus of 2017, Rohingyas have been arriving in Bangladesh 
and living as displaced illegal migrants since 1977. The newly arrived Rohingyas have spontaneously 
settled in and around already existing Rohingya communities in two main settlements: Kutupalong and 
Nayapara at Cox’s Bazar district of Chottogram division. The settlements, following the 2017 rapid 
influx, were gradually brought under official administration of the Bangladesh government through an 
extension of previous settlements in the form of two official camps.  
 The whole process has affected the local villagers immensely. The Bangladesh government has 
declared that 25–30 percent of a donor fund be allocated to the host28 community and since 2018 have 
been planning interventions as a joint response plan including both the refugees and the host 
communities. Both International Organization of migration (IOM) and UNHCR intervened primarily on 
the basis of a humanitarian crisis. UNHCR is now the main funding agency, with the other UN agencies 
and national NGOs as supporting agencies are involved in relief distribution and monitoring, 
immunization, vocational training, preschool and primary education, and reproductive health education 
(Farzana, 2017, p. 71).29  
 As a non-signatory of the 1951 UN convention, the Bangladesh government is not under 
obligation to follow the convention’s rules to deal with refugees. The issue hence has been discreetly 
handled by the Bangladesh state’s own decisions; although the government invited UNHCR for 
humanitarian assistance, it did not allow them to operate freely (Farzana, 2017; Ross, 2020). The camps 
 
28 Local people, predominantly poor villagers who have been affected by the camp’s extension and rapid influx of 
Rohingyas. 
29 For more information on humanitarian operations and programs, visit Humanitarian Response of Bangladesh at 
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh. 
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of today are restricted areas highly administered by armed forces. Beside the camp humanitarian 
operations, UNHCR has been monitoring repatriation of Rohingyas to Myanmar that has been taking 
place based on an agreement between the Bangladesh and Myanmar governments. In this process, 
between 1993 and 1997 some 230,000 Rohingyas were repatriated (involuntarily) to Myanmar (Farzana, 
2017). However, the Bangladesh government, although it is in favor of “peace” with Myanmar and has 
been sheltering refugees since then, is not willing to integrate Rohingyas as a permanent solution of the 
refugee problem (Ross, 2020).  
 In addition, facing trouble in accommodating the increased number of incoming Rohingya 
population and the growing destruction of hills with risk of landslides, the Bangladesh government in 
2017 initiated a relocation plan of 100,000 Rohingyas to a coastal island (Bhashan Char) and has 
progressed with construction of houses and infrastructure. However, following severe criticisms by 
international society and human rights organizations about the island’s extremely vulnerable location 
(prone to flood and hurricane), inadequate livelihood opportunities, and lack of willingness among the 
refugees to move, the plan came to a standstill. UN ran a technical assessment (2019) on the feasibility of 
the plan, mainly based on the vulnerability of location. At present, the Bangladesh government is 
planning to shelve the plan in the face of the international organizations’ strong disapproval.30 
 On the other hand, Myanmar’s government has continually denied any responsibility for the 
forced displacement and out-migration from Myanmar of any groups (Farzana, 2017; Grundy-warr & 
Siew, 2002; Smith, 1999), including the displacement of Rohingyas. The Myanmar government and 
Buddhist leaders have called the persecution of Rohingyas false accusations and “fake accounts” that 
have been made up to create sympathy for Muslims (Beach, 2020). The Myanmar ambassador to 
Bangladesh also stated, “The way we see it, if they are our citizens, they will not run away from our 
country. … Those who are constantly crossing border, coming to Bangladesh, they are not citizens of 
Myanmar” (Khan & Khan, 2009). Aung San Suu-kyi’s silence regarding the massacre against Rohingyas 
 
30 For more information on the relocation plan, visit https://www.thedailystar.net/frontpage/news/bhashan-char-
rohingyas-relocation-plan-may-be-shelved-1871308. 
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has been heavily critiqued in the international media. Despite international pressure, she has maintained 
her silence on the issue.   
 However, caught up in the web of outside factors that are deciding their fate, Rohingyas on the 
land of Bangladesh are continuing to live as refugees and illegal migrants within and outside the restricted 
camp spaces.    
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 The chapter illustrates the relationship between women’s actions and agency in the space of 
refuge within the context of global South from a review of scholarly works. The purpose of this chapter is 
to establish a re-definition of agency to enable the recognition of women’s different forms of actions from 
their varying socio-cultural position during the aftermath of disruptions. Although the focus of the study 
is women’s experiences in refugee camps, I am borrowing from the conversations around women in 
conflict and oppressive environments to have a broader understanding of the nature of women’s activities 
and its relation to the definition of agency.   
 This chapter consists of seven sections. Section 3.1 draws from feminist critiques of politics and 
agency to shed light on the importance of women’s actions in the private sphere. Section 3.2 intends to 
challenge the notion of agency and empowerment based on woman’s role as a breadwinner in the 
aftermath of a disruption in the context of global South. Section 3.3 extends the discussion to delineate 
the limitation of the Western perceptions of Southern women’s experiences. It draws on women’s actions 
from subordinate positions within the private sphere and supports the idea that women’s submission to 
control can be an act of choice. Section 3.4 calls for a shift in perspective to identify women’s choices 
behind their actions by gaining a deeper understanding of their relation to the broader structure.  
 Section 3.5 presents women’s different forms of actions in which women’s agency can be found 
when analyzed with a deeper understanding of their positions. Extending on this notion, Section 3.6 
argues that, in an oppressive environment, maintaining a normal life and actions in support of it are also 
demonstrations of agency. Within this view, women’s different forms of actions, including silence and 
invisibility, are also actions of choice; and thus the kinds of actions deemed as non-agentic in the Western 
definition requires recognition through a re-definition of agency. 
 Based on a summary of the discussion and findings from the review, Section 3.7 formulates a 
framework of the re-defined notion of agency for the context of the global South. The framework calls for 
the recognition of women’s actions at the private level and in various forms, as well as women’s indirect 
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contribution to everyday life in the restricted setting of refugee camps. The study follows this framework 
to argue for women’s agency in the Rohingya refugee camps of Bangladesh.    
3.1 Feminist Critique of Politics and Agency 
 In the liberal model, the framework of “rational” and “political” is tied to “public,” which 
excludes the private sphere of domesticity. This particular notion of politics has effectively marginalized 
women as political actors (Squires, 2004). Similarly, in the humanist model, women as domestic (private) 
and therefore apolitical (non-public) beings are considered “non-agentic” (Davies, 1991). Feminist 
theorists have aptly demonstrated how the creation of a “domestic” sphere has been historically a 
powerful strategy for effacing political subjectivity, serving as the “home of the citizens’ others” (women 
and children, workers and slaves) (Nyers, 2006). For the Ancient Greeks, the unqualified form of life—
the “bare” or “naked” life of nonpolitical humans—was excluded from the public realm through its 
inclusion in the domestic sphere (Nyers, 2006). The concept of agency has thus been historically tied to 
the concept of politics (of public) and has thus excluded women. Such discourse de-politicizes what 
occurs in the private sphere associated with women’s activities (Lister, 1997; McEwan, 2000; Miraftab, 
2004; Sandercock, 1998; Tripp, 1998; Yuval-Davis, 1997).  
Feminist scholarship has contributed significantly to recognition of women’s actions in the 
discussion of politics and power. As women’s group see inclusion into formal politics may absorb 
women’s energy and constrain their ability to effect change (Hassim & Gouws 1998; Miraftab, 2006), 
feminist studies in response to it have brought to light women’s political work carried out within the 
private sphere (Bakker, 2003; Lawson & Klak, 1990; McEwan, 2001; Miraftab, 2004). Feminists, as 
noted by Squires (2004), have thus contributed to the erosion of the boundaries of politics. More 
importantly, the recognition of women’s care work performed at home as performance of citizenship 
responsibility (Lister, 2003; Miraftab, 2004) has been made possible through this expanded notion of 
politics. This enables scholars to draw attention to the actions and choices of women at the individual and 
domestic level, beyond the politics of public participation. When politics is defined primarily as a process 
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of negotiation or struggle over the distribution of power, it becomes evident that, far from being excluded 
from politics, women have both shaped and been shaped by its operation (Squires, 2004, p. 123). In other 
words, the traditional (Western) perspective of politics is limited in that it ignores women’s actions in the 
domestic sphere as non-public. The feminist slogan “the personal is political” is hence very relevant in the 
discussions of women’s agency, and so as Anne Philips’s (1998) feminism “is politics.”  
While the feminist critique of power has focused its discussion on women’s inclusion into 
politics, poststructuralist feminists have heavily critiqued the Western liberal notion of human agency that 
predominantly calls for a representation of “maleness” (Connell, 1997). Butler (2004), McNay (2000), 
and Davies (1991) suggest that the definitions of humanness within liberal frameworks are limited to the 
existing societal discourses in which women, the poor, people of color, and others are relatively invisible 
(cited in Hilsdon, 2007, p. 130). There is a fetishization of “autonomy” within the framework of rational 
knowledge and agency. Feminist anthropologists and poststructuralists have constantly challenged the 
concept of agency found in human rights discourse, where they note that the independent actions of “all 
knowing freely chosen subjects” are unburdened by cultural traditions and irrationality of emotions 
(Hilsdon, 2007. P. 130). Power is widely embedded in social relations and cultural practice 
operationalized through the dichotomy of domination/oppression and submission. The hierarchical order 
of the world (reproduction of social inequalities) is naturalized and inculcated in the human subjects as 
the strongest force (Bourdieu, 2006; Foucalt, 2006). Therefore, “social relations” is an important variable 
in the construct of power and “social construct is rather a necessary scene of agency” (Butler, 1999).  
While agency has always been closely associated with power, domination, and oppression 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Butler, 1999; Fraser, 1995; Nussbaum, 1999), the instantiation of a subject 
within dominatory power relations does not negate but rather implies agency: “The dominated, in any 
social universe, can always exert a certain force, inasmuch as belonging to a field means by definition that 
one is capable of producing effects in it” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 80, cited in McNay, 2000).  
According to this view, the forms of knowledge about women or the colonized exist on the margins, 
hidden from view, but active to form the basis of individual agency and perhaps group resistance agency 
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(Comaroff & Comaroff, 2006; Hilsdon, 2007; Moore & Sanders, 2006; Wolf, 2006). These statements 
can be related to the arguments of de Certeau (1984) and Scott (1990), who advocated for the agency of 
the “dominated” in their tactical forms of resistance against domination. Contrary to this concept of 
agency by resistance (the friction between domination and submission), Mahoney (1994) has argued that 
agency does not need to be defined as actions “against domination”. Rather, according to her, agency is 
“erroneously understood” as an absence of oppression as opposed to the actions for oneself “under 
oppression”.  
The latter view is also embraced and further explored by feminists from the global south. Western 
philosophy and theory have implications well beyond social formations in the West; but in this process, 
Asian women are easily considered as ‘too traditional’ or as “victims,” their agency either denied or 
unexplored (Hilsdon, 2007; Mohanty, 1991; Ram, 1993). In their critique of modern Western form of 
agency and liberal notions of autonomous rational choice scholars, based on Southern women’s 
experiences, emphasizes the gap and tensions between women’s everyday practice and hegemonic 
discourse as well as “women’s expression of agency and feminist expectation of agency” (Parker & 
Dales, 2014). They explain agency in women’s lives to be complex and comprehensive, rather than 
simply stating its presence or absence (Hilsdon, 2007, p. 132) and dig into the varied levels of forces to 
reveal the nature of broader structure or oppression often historically produced (Parker, 2005; Parker & 
Dales, 2014; Ram1993; Saigol, 2002).  Scholars from the global South hence call for a reconsideration of 
agency arising from within the existing societal discourses and symbolic structures (Hilsdon, 2007) that 
not only intends to conceptualizes agency in the private sphere but also enables a recognition of woman’s 
choices shaped by cultural norms and irrationality of emotions.  
Within refugee studies, feminist scholars have also advocated against the narrow definition of 
agency that emphasize presence in the public. Based on experiences of Sarhawi camp refugee in Algeria,  
Fiddiyan-Qasmiyeh (2014, 2010) and Finden (2018) have continuously maintained that the international 
attention paid to the “active role of certain women makes ‘Other’ women (and Sahrawis in general) 
invisible. That defining empowerment based simply on these women’s role in the front as camp leaders 
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provides a shallow lens to see the broader politics because, as Finden (2018) claims, the women were 
strategically placed as leaders by internal political groups for certain collective gain.  
Scholars have argued about women’s actions against the traditional form of agency within 
personal and domestic realm in two major places - their contributions to larger resistance and the 
maintenance of life under severely restricted daily-life. Khoury & colleagues, (2013) have termed the 
former  as “feminizing resistance” based on the Palestinian refugee women’s covert resistance at homes 
under Israeli occupation. Richter-Devroe (2011) argued that these Palestinian women’s individual-level 
actions and choices “quietly encroach” (Bayat, 1997) onto the local (internal patriarchy) and also global 
(Israeli occupation) forms of control. Scholars have also advocated for the recognition of actions in 
support of maintaining a normal life under oppression (Richter-Devroe 2011; Ryan, 2015; Shalhaub-
Kerovian 2010) as opposed to actions targeted to bring broader change. As Hyndman (1998) argues, in 
the midst of spatial segregation and restricted organization of refugee camps, women employ elaborate 
strategies to make ends meet. Agency by liberty of action defined by its outcome of a visible “change” 
overlooks women’s such daily extent of engagement contributing to a normal life.  
Drawing on the foundational conversations delineated in this section around women’s agency, the 
following sections elaborate the nature of women’s actions in refugee situation primarily in the global 
context and their forms of agency as refugees.   
3.2 The Myth of Empowerment in the Aftermath of Displacement 
 Analogous to traumatic loss and destitution suffered by women, conflict opens up intended and 
unintended spaces for empowering women, effecting structural social transformations, and producing new 
social, economic, and political realities that redefine gender hierarchies (Manchanda, 2004). Forcible 
displacement could break patterns, as ascribed gender roles and relations of the patriarchal social structure 
in developing countries are deconstructed, renegotiated, and redefined during subjects’ time in refugee 
camps and settlements (Krause, 2014). Adjusting to life within a camp and finding strategies of survival 
when faced with a lack of resources can also be a process of realignment and redefinition of gender roles 
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(Freedman, 2007, 2015). This often increases women’s power in the family and men’s involvement in 
childcare and household duties (Szczepanikova, 2005). Displacement thus is often associated with change 
in gender roles, and it directly and indirectly opens up spaces for women to exercise agency (Manchanda, 
2004). The phenomenon of women’s taking up new roles for the needs of survival in the aftermath of 
displacement has been described by Darini Rajasingham (2001) as “ambivalent empowerment” that is 
born of loss and devastation.  
While women refugees are recognized as more vulnerable because of the breakdown of family 
protection, traditional authority structure, and availability of economic support, the skills and experience 
women bring to the camp make it equally possible that they will become part of the decision-making 
apparatus (Hyndman, 2000, p. 72). Similarly, fleeing conflict at home and arrival in a refugee camp 
separated from family, a single woman, “the most vulnerable” among refugees, may emerge as a leader or 
decision maker, say as a health professional (Hyndman, 2000). In migration and displacement studies, 
women’s taking up the role of provider in the family (with or without the male’s absence) and managing 
the additional burden on domestic responsibilities are commonly discussed. 
However, defining woman’s agency based on her role of a provider falls into the trap of 
perceiving “agency as a quality associated with maleness” (Leach, 2005), whereby women are considered 
to have agency only as long as they take up the role of men as the provider of the family and have 
authority over self. This also naturalizes the private/public division by placing agency at women’s 
promotion from the position of domestic sphere to the public and relegates women’s normal status to the 
private. This concept cannot recognize woman’s ability when she is not in the role of a breadwinner. 
Therefore, when survival is the urgent or only “reasoning and motivation of individual actors” (Giddens, 
1984), the acceptance of the change and the capacity to respond by taking up new roles against the 
hitherto lived reality is a representation of agency itself.  
Khattak (1995) and Saigol (2002) have challenged the conception of “space of agency” that is 
said to be opened up in the aftermath of disruption and termed it a myth. They raised questions on the 
homogeneous grouping of women dislocated and forced to come out of the homes to sustain families. 
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Based on the experiences of Afghan women refugees in Pakistan, they argue that this may appear to be 
liberation from the tradition because of the decomposition of social structure, but that it soon gives way to 
the re-composition of patriarchy through an increasingly restrictive regime. Women coming out of the 
house and “actively” participating in income-generating activities often leads to increased domestic 
violence and mobility restrictions within such social structures. Although Saigol (2002) does not provide 
much on how women respond to these particular “consequences of liberating space,” an important 
inference can be made from his work: Liberation from traditional role through increased mobility and the 
mere “new role against tradition” as a space of agency may fall short of defining women’s agency in the 
global South context.   
Defining agency by women’s place in the “front politics”—in the public visible though direct 
actions/participation— thus does not tell the whole story. The all-female-led management of Sarhawi 
camp in Africa, also mentioned earlier, has been widely recognized as a successful women’s 
empowerment instance (Sánchez, 2016). Fiddian-Qasmeyih (2014, 2010) has shown that while women’s 
group are in the forefront of camp management, they are not even a part of the broader (state level) 
political conversations around the camp. An understanding of women’s active participation also needs to 
situate women in relation to the broader structure similar to what Saigol (2002) has argued. The following 
section, with reference to this argument, draws on the limitation of the Western understanding of 
Southern women’s experiences and calls for the recognition of the traditional roles and positions of 
women as opposed to the action of “going against the norm”. 
3.3 Gap in the Western View of Southern Women’s Experience 
 In the same way actions are shaped by circumstances and changes, they are also combined with 
one’s perception of identity and position within the broader structure. The scope of the traditional 
definition of agency is limited when it fails to recognize the context behind women’s actions. Hyndman 
(1998, 2000, 2004) in multiple writings based on her experiences in the camps of Kenya showed that the 
norms defined and followed by the international programs were far different from those perceived and 
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practiced by the women. As a result, refugee women’s responses from their domestic (also socio-cultural) 
positions were most often not considered as their choices of action.  
 Similarly, refugee women’s choice of remaining silent and discontinuing treatment following 
rape incidents often derives from their perception of shame and certain social consequences, as found in 
Hyndman’s work. This perception is evident in other contexts, too, such as among the Rohingya refugees 
in Bangladesh. Pittaway (2008) shows that it is difficult for a Rohingya woman to get married if the 
incident becomes known to the public. In this connection, if agency is an act of choice derived from 
“learnt experiences and to avoid certain future” according to Bourdieu’s (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, 
p. 138) definition, then these actions are also demonstration of agency, whatever the view of persons 
outside the relationship is (Connell, 1997).  
Hyndman also raised a question of “fairness of action” based on culture when, in her experience, 
the participatory programs forced women to engage in food distribution but faced opposition from the 
women themselves because it was their practice and belief that the male  should be the ones to do it. The 
point here is the way of defining norms and the context behind the definition. The argument here is not in 
the defense of female subjugation under male domination; rather, it to shed light on women’s actions that 
may in the surface seem to be reinforcing their subordination can in fact be derived from their choices. 
These choices are certainly shaped by their positional identity within the socio-cultural structure. As long 
as the broader structure of unequal gender power relations remain unchanged, women’s actions that 
reflect a conformity with the norm for the purpose of ensuring their survival does not necessarily 
represent a lack of agency.  
Moreover, the (traditional) position—that is, subjugation in the Western lens—is not necessarily 
an act of submission to control. Khoury et al., (2013) challenged the conception of the Western lens while 
portraying women’s hidden forms of resistance from their position “within the houses” in the domestic 
sphere. They argued that in Western societies agency is a male-dominated undertaking (Khoury et al., 
2014, p 160; Khoury, 2005, p. 347) that requires women to come out of the house. Similarly, coming out 
from the tradition is seen to be an advancement from subjugation. Connell (1997) and Mahoney (1992) 
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critiqued against the notion of “exiting” the norms as representation of agency arguing for the recognition 
of choice to remaining within the norms. Scholars from global south have showed that women often adopt 
traditional norms voluntarily for their benefit. Jaji (2015) showed that Somali Muslim refugee women in 
Nairobi choosing to stay among non-Muslims to avoid early marriage, wore veils (only) while around the 
Muslim neighborhood to maintain good terms by showing conformity. This practice of not wearing veil 
does not hence equate empowerment31 by going against the norm, as Western lens might insist, but rather 
the act of wearing or not wearing veil, in Jaji’s view, is a matter of choice. Such an observation is also 
made by Ehrkamp (2013) regarding Turkish migrants in Germany, where women used a veil to disguise 
themselves as a strategy as opposed to submitting to religious restrictions. On the other hand, Macleod 
(1992), writing about working and educated Egyptian women’s voluntary adoption of veiling, argued that 
veiling was an act of “accommodating protest” that at the same time alters and maintains the status quo. 
Therefore, it is necessary to identify the choices behind what is visible through women’s actions.  
On the similar reasoning of contextual differences, Indra (1999) has talked about the sharp 
distinction between the “Northern-produced knowledge” of the displaced women’s experiences in the 
based on her ethnographic investigation of Bangladeshi internally displaced women. Citing the works of 
Chakravarti (1987) and Ogundipe-Leslie (1996), she reiterates that Southern women increasingly 
maintain that global- and Northern-referenced representations of women have little or no reference to 
Southern lived experiences. She also emphasized that her own perception of “women-headed households” 
changed from the notion of it as a homogenous vulnerable unit to a multidimensional continuum of 
differing household arrangements following her ethnography.  
In short, the place of apparent subjugation in contrast to empowerment through the Western lens, 
can be a choice of certain women “as an essential ingredient in her coping” (Connell, 1997, p. 120). 
Ignoring women’s actions that represent submissiveness in the eye of the traditional lens fails to identify 
important choices and perceptions these women hold that speak of their contexts. We need not only an 
 
31 Muslim women submitting to veiling (purdah) custom is a representation of their lack of agency/empowerment in 
the western eye. Whilst, voice of Muslim women choosing to wear it is almost entirely missing from the public 
sphere (Zempi & Chakraborti,2014). 
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expansion of the definition of agency to account for women’s survival mechanism but also a deeper 
investigation into women’s choices of actions—and more importantly, a perspective to identify reasons 
behind women’s certain choices.   
3.4 Perspective of Viewing Women’s Choices of Actions 
 Agency is a positional and also relational (Thomson, 2013) understanding that requires a change 
of perspective. Borrowing Connell’s (1997) and Mahoney’s (1992, 1994) arguments on women’s agency 
opposed to its traditional definition in this connection may help to additionally clarify the differences of 
perspectives. They showed that staying in an abusive relationship as opposed to leaving can be a 
conscious choice for some—for a myriad of reasons. The reasons may include their hope the abuse will 
stop, and an effort to make the relationship work, minimizing emotional harm to themselves and children. 
These women’s many acts of self-assertion and effort toward relationship are subsumed under the 
“rhetoric trap of the framework of staying or leaving,” where leaving is assumed to be the ultimate goal 
and the representation of agency in this case (Connell, 1997). They call for a perspective of viewing the 
action of staying as an action of choice as opposed to leaving.  
Few feminists in the West have this way challenged the traditional notion of agency and enabled 
a primary lens of viewing women’s choices. Judith Butler’s works also fall into the similar category 
where she emphasizes women’s choices to be heavily driven by the norms. Often the institutional factors 
such as legal, financial, or familial support systems are not the only things that reinforce women’s 
subjugation; women’s perception of gender performance in relation to subjugation can also derive from 
their “own self-identification” within the broader structure. Butler (1997, 2004) has described this as 
“psychic engagement” with the processes that produce and reproduce relations of power. According to 
her theory, human agency is located within the processes of signification that construct the self. Also 
supported by Barvosa-Carter (2001), and following the concept of women’s active and self-constructing 
engagement in the systems of gender subordination, women’s acts such as voluntary return to abusive 
circumstances or any form of subordination should be seen as actions by choice and hence ‘agentic’.   
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There is a subtle difference between Connell’s (1997) arguments and Butler’s theory: the former 
emphasizes a choice that women make “consciously” whereas Butler sees the “consciousness of choices” 
to be embedded in a recognition of self that is located in a subordinate position within the patriarchal 
structure. Therefore, the choices made by a woman are subconsciously part of what the broader structure 
has taught her. This calls for a concept whereby women may perceive that beating signifies love and that 
domestic assault may be justified as punishment for their trespasses against the wishes of men (Barvosa-
Carter, 2001). These socially constructed investments make submission to control not only part of their 
material life but also a part of their identity. Although Butler (1997) admits that this recognition of deep 
implication does not force us to tolerate those forms of subjugation (Barvosa-Carter, 2001), but her theory 
may be problematic in the sense that it encourages the perpetuation of socially subordinating orders 
(Nussbaum, 1999), and on many other grounds raised by various other feminists (e.g., Fraser, 1995; 
McNay, 1999).  
However, Butler’s view does provide an important framework by enabling an expansion of 
agency into the space of subjugation primarily by encouraging a deeper investigation of why women are 
taking certain actions or making certain choices. Also, by fostering sensitivity necessary to effectively 
identify and combat conservative political contestations—a sensitivity that feminist politics rejects 
(Barvosa-Carter, 2001). Butler’s notions is thereby particularly important to acknowledge southern 
women’s choices of actions at individual level. This also expands notion of political agency into the 
domestic sphere and individual level by viewing “radical action within the individual reach” and to a 
potential of change produced by women’s everyday acts of signification at an individual level (Barvosa-
Carter, 2001).  
However, Butler’s individualist approach is regarded “insufficient” by Bourdieu through his 
arguments in favor of collective in order to bring broad structural changes (Chambers, 2007, p. 64). 
Bourdieu terms individual level actions within the existing structure as “regulated liberty” (1991) due to 
its affirmation to the dominant values and that such liberty is unlikely to transform. In contrast to this 
view, Leach’s (2005) findings show that women’s every day, mundane actions and interactions with the 
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unequal gendered power relations at the domestic and personal level also contribute to a broader shift that 
gradually alters structural conditions.  
However, an individualist approach enables a better understanding of women’s choices of actions 
by allowing to identify the forces acting upon it, as feminist works within refugee scholarship also 
demonstrate (Dağtaş 2018; Jaji 2015; Lenette et al., 2012; Lentin 2011; Richter-Devroe, 2011; Shalhoub-
Kevorkian (2010; Thomson, 2013; Utas (2005). It allows to identify the choices behind “Submission to 
control” which although may sound negative, even derogatory, but an important point to uncover to fully 
understand women’s choices of actions. The traditional concept of empowerment and agency despite of 
Western feminist’s criticisms, prefers to see women “outside the norm”. This further revels the tension 
between women’s expression (or experience) of agency on the ground and expected agency from above. 
An individualist approach enables a better understanding of positionality and relationality of the concept 
of agency. As an interesting example of this positional (or relational) perception of empowerment, 
consider a conversation between a rural woman and Hillary Clinton during Clinton’s visit to Bangladesh 
in 1995. The conversation (Baltimore Sun, 1995; Purdam, 1995) involved a rural woman asking Clinton if 
she had cattle in her house because having cows was a representation of empowerment in her eyes, as it is 
the women who are primarily responsible for cattle rearing in the households. Having one cow or a few 
cows in a household equals the difference between night and day (Purdam, 1995), and the women’s 
surprise that Clinton, supposedly an empowered woman in their eyes, did not have “any cattle” reflects 
the vast differences of women’s experiences and perceptions in the global South and Western contexts 
(Baltimore Sun, 1995).  
3.5 Refugee Women’s Hybrid Forms of Agency 
 In the context of the global South, where women’s identity is shaped and reproduced by socio-
cultural norms (wrapped in patriarchy) that reinforce unequal power relations at every level on the basis 
of gender, women’s agency can take many forms. It can range from everyday strategies of coping to 
everyday acts of resistance, and all speak to the depth of gender politics (Lenette et al., 2012). Haeri 
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(2007) showed with a comparative study of two Pakistani women’s “resilience” that following the 
experiences of rape in police custody one woman’s strategy was denial and finding solace in religious 
symbolism, while the other woman spoke out and advocated for gender equity (Lenette et al., 2012).  
 Similarly, in her work on East and Central African women refugees, Jaji (2015) identifies three 
forms of coping strategies: normative, agitative, and rebellious form of femininity. She finds that some 
married women normalize male authority, and some others grudgingly conform to it because of the fear 
of cultural censorship and insecurity. The unmarried women or widows challenge the normative 
perceptions of male domination and strategically choose their place and social network that might provide 
security in their material situation. She describes this as “nonconfrontational resistance.” Although Jaji 
(2015) goes on defining women’s actions against the notion of “normative” femininity and homogenizes 
the married and unmarried groups of women, she also provides narratives that show that women act 
differently depending on their situations and perceptions of risk.  
Moreover, Pavlish (2005), in her work on Congolese refugee women’s responses, also argues that 
women’s agency lies in their “capacity to act” in response to the “multiple difficulties of life.” That 
agency includes a wide range of actions, including going against male domination (resistance), taking up 
new roles and negotiating femininity (reconfiguration), submitting to male control (resignation), and 
holding on to the “faith” in god to cope with “sorrow.” Women who demonstrate any of these responses, 
in her opinion, “have a voice.” Lentin (2011) has also described Palestinian women as active agents not 
only on the basis of their participation in armed resistance, but together with women’s day-to-day 
responses to accommodate their own needs under Israeli oppression. These studies advocate for situation- 
and perception-based choices enabling a scope for accommodating various forms of women’s actions into 
the discussion of agency.   
Not only do experiences of different women vary, but also the same woman can demonstrate 
different choices based on varying circumstances throughout her life. Utas (2005) shows through young 
women’s experiences in a conflict zone of Liberia that, while in some circumstances a woman depends on 
humanitarian aid, she takes up arms in some other situations. Emphasizing the situation-based needs and 
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opportunities a woman may encounter, she argues that agency is therefore not something one possesses 
but something one maintains in relation to the social field inhabited with other social actors. This notion 
of agency, she argues, challenges the reductionist portrayal of women in conflict zones as merely the 
passive victims of it.  
Therefore, women’s agency consists of both material-based survival strategies and various coping 
strategies at the individual level (Richter-Devroe, 2011). Thinking about agency on a continuum opens up 
the possibility for analyzing more subtle forms of actions (Thomson, 2013, p. 602) beyond the singular 
notion of “direct participation”. It enables the scope of agency to incorporate indirect forms of resistance 
and participation parallel to the direct actions. The next section elaborates on the indirect nature of 
women’s actions under oppressive circumstances. 
3.6 Refugee Women’s Highly Political Choices of Actions 
 The concept that agency is found in various forms of action also reveals the fact that agency is 
highly dependent on specific social situations (Thomson, 2013; Utas, 2005) and that it takes particular 
forms based on those situations. These hybrid forms of actions  are in fact the outcomes of the varied 
choices women must make according to the different circumstances they find themselves in. These 
choices are combined with their capacity to act accordingly.  
Based on these statements, carrying on everyday life under refugee situation, where occupation is 
severely challenged every day (Steindl et al., 2008), is an act of agency by choice. The well-known 
practice of sumud (steadfastness) by Palestinian women in this connection is a good example mentioned 
by scholars as covert forms of resistance (Hallward & Norman, 2011; Pearlman, 2014; Peteet, 1992), 
primarily to preserve identity under oppression. However, while preserving Palestinian identity is in one 
sense an act of refusal to be controlled, in another sense it is primarily a choice, or “steadfast insistence on 
carrying on with life” (Richter-Devroe, 2011). In her study, Richter-Devroe (2011) has shown how 
women have chosen to live a normal life under oppression by seizing a joyful life for themselves through 
traveling or visiting relatives despite Israeli-imposed restrictions on mobility. Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2010) 
38 
 
has urged looking into women’s ability to care for and get their children to school in the midst of such 
restrictive situations as their acts of “resilience.” On the other hand, Ryan (2015) has shown that this 
adaptation and everyday resilience, demonstrated in the form of “acceptance to get on with daily life” (p. 
305) is indeed an act of “resistance.”  
Similarly, emphasizing women’s practice of hospitality and religious activities, Dağtaş (2018) has 
described Syrian women’s reliance on “other aspects of lives” in everyday spaces of refuge to be the acts 
of disowning the label of “refugee,” “asylum seeker,” or “minority.” Such actions are agency by covert 
resistance. Maintaining a normal life with the limited life choices available under oppressive situations is 
itself an act of “resilient resistance” (Ryan, 2015). It can also be seen primarily as choices to live, not with 
but despite “all odds” (Richter-Devroe, 2011, p. 33) and “uncertainties” (Ryan, 2015, p. 300).  
Women’s actions in refugee situations have been portrayed as acts of coping, resilience, and also 
resistance. Scholars have also emphasized the careful use of terms to portray displaced as resourceful 
even under absolute lack of resources, so it gives us a better framework to demonstrate displaced 
women’s agency (Oo & Kusakabe, 2010). In this connection, Vincent and Sorensen (2001) in their 
research on internal displacement have urged the use the term “response strategies” as opposed to 
“coping” for “survival” because the latter two provide an image of the displaced as resourceless. 
Similarly, Honwana (2000), based on the distinction offered by de Certeau (1984), prefers to use 
“strategic agency” as opposed to “tactical agency,” which is associated with weakness. On the other hand, 
Ryan (2005) has argued that carrying on with everyday activities is not just a “coping” strategy for 
survival but rather a practice of agency through both resilience and resistance.  
Based on the above discussion, however, coping and responding can be seen as different forms of 
actions based on the available opportunities and situations the women find themselves in. Although the 
act of coping has mostly been discussed to illustrate refugee women’s adaptation through emotional well-
being and place making, women’s agency has been discussed largely by authors in the various forms of 
action responses to everyday life in an environment of conflict or restrictions. 
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Based on this view of agency, scholars have shown that refugee women adopt a variety of 
responses and strategies according to their perception of risks. Some have argued that not speaking up or 
remaining in the darkness can be a matter of choice and also a strategy when the priority is survival. 
Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2010), in her study of Palestinian women under Israeli occupation, has argued that 
“women themselves exercise the right to remain silent and choose to live in the darkness in an effort to 
negotiate their survival strategies”; their refusal to speak up should be taken into consideration, respected 
and protected (p. 20). In conflict situations and under severe restrictions, their apparent “silence” and 
“invisibility” can be the result of their choice and therefore a space of exercising agency—because “who 
would pay the price of visibility?” (p. 20).  According to her, studying “invisibility” requires both a macro 
and micro analyses of the global politics to link women’s private lives with the global power game. 
On the other hand, Thomson (2013) likes to see the act of “silence” not as a choice made in fear 
but as an act strategically chosen to negotiate risk and survival. Her findings about young refugee 
women’s experiences in Nairobi demonstrate how at the individual and collective level women’s 
responses to restrictions and unequal power relations reflect agency in the form of securing a safe place to 
sleep and managing food to eat daily. The women perceive when and to whom speaking up brings danger. 
Hence, they strategically choose words and a “muted voice” to maintain useful social networks that would 
ensure their basic daily needs of shelter, food, and physical security. While academics, practitioners, and 
policymakers alike do not necessarily interpret silence as an expression of agency, Thomson’s research 
shows that when personal survival is at the heart of daily routine, it is rooted in “strategic navigation” of 
various forms. In such situations, women exercise agency through a continuum of voice and silence. The 
author draws our attention to the agency of those who do not speak up, and she argues that agency lies in 
their silence by exhibiting their strategic capacity to determine when to speak. Therefore, silence here is a 
“conscious form of action” (Thomson, 2013, p. 594).    
In a more radical form of this concept, representation of vulnerability in situations of refuge can 
also be found to be produced by choice. Utas (2005) in her work shows that “victimcy,” a term used by 
the author, can be self-staged. Women presenting themselves as victim is a means by which they 
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effectively establish themselves as a “legitimate recipient” of humanitarian aid. Here, the staging of 
“victimcy” can be described as not just a tactic (de Certeau, 1984) but also a strategy (Howana, 2000) of 
young Liberian women to ensure their security in a conflict zone. Therefore, refugee women are not just 
passive victims who are powerless to shape their identity, but they are caught up in complicated webs of 
structural and physical violence that shape their choices as they pursue new lives (Thomson, 2013, p. 594) 
in new places.  
Use of femininity to negotiate risk is also evident among women. In the above-mentioned case, 
Utas (2005) additionally shows that negotiation for survival may include negotiating femininity by 
trading sex. Oo & Kusakabe (2010), through their observations on Karen women refugees’ response 
strategies on the Thai-Myanmar border, have shown that women leveraged femininity, which also 
included strategic trading of sex. They also used motherhood as a tool to negotiate with the militaries to 
reduce the damages induced by displacement and conflict. As a result, they subtly resisted military 
control in some cases and gained advantage in others.  
From the displaced women’s position, the skillful balance of resistance and negotiation ensuring 
individual and community safety certainly demonstrates agency, especially in situations where men are 
absent or at risk of being killed if found by the military. The choice to act in the absence of men also 
portrays these women refugees’ agency (Oo & Kusakabe, 2010). Although women’s notions did not 
constitute extraordinary goals as defined by outsiders, their acts were nonetheless meaningful aspects of 
the mundane accomplishment of everyday tasks (Lenette et al., 2012). Therefore, women’s everyday 
struggles, mostly quiet and unrecognized, are indeed political acts (Richter-Devroe, 2011).  
Although negotiations of risk and security demonstrate skills and strength of resistance, they 
cannot transform the abuse of human rights within the unequal power relations (Oo & Kusakabe, 2010). 
Moreover, conversations cannot fully avoid the trap of locating women within the unequal power 
relations, especially when the emphasis is on women’s actions of trading sex and utilizing male protection 
for security etc.. Such actions portray agency, but they unintentionally normalize the power imbalance. 
This study from the field of planning frames women’s actions on accounts of their space use and 
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contributions toward the overall life making in the camps as opposed to individual safety. While most of 
the literatures emphasize women’s actions as refugees, the study explains women’s agency by looking 
further into their historical and cultural identity (beside the history of refugeeness) that guides their 
actions even in refugee situation. Therefore the study takes “refugee” as one of her identities and further 
contributes to the agency of women from the South.  
3.7 Agency Redefined: Reformulating the Framework of Agency 
 In summary, it can be said that women’s agency is situational and also positional. Within the 
context of the global South, women’s agency needs a “redefinition” (Hilsdon, 2007) that entails an 
expanded notion to recognize women’s work at the private sphere. Additionally, women’s power or 
agency (McNay, 2000) and autonomy (Bourdieu, 1991) is exercised in hybrid forms and hence can be 
found in a “spectrum” of actions (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2010). It needs to be investigated under multiple 
factors and hybrid subjectivities (Leach, 2005; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2010). In all these arguments, 
scholars have posited an urge to deconstruct women’s identity within a set of structures comprising 
patriarchy, religion, nationalism, gendered imagination, etc. Therefore, it calls for an intersectional study 
(Dağtaş, 2018).   
 Women’s agency also needs detailed investigations through storytelling and narratives of women 
(Hyndman, 1998, p. 11; Pavlish, 2005, p 11). Narrative inquiries on one hand can reveal experiences of 
women’s agency (Stewart & Malley, 1989), and on the other hand, they help us see the structures and 
restrictions women live with. Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2010) calls it a “feminist methodology” that confronts 
women’s “everydayness” through “their narratives”. Maintaining everydayness in restricted contexts is in 
itself an achievement (Leach, 2005). This particular methodology can enable us to see through a woman’s 
individual identity to find the complexity of multiple subjectivities.  
 This redefined framework enables an understanding of the nature of oppression imposed on 
women and the reasons behind their “constrained choices” (Connell, 1997) as opposed to just the actions 
themselves, the basis of the Western (traditional) definition of agency. Concomitantly, the methodology 
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expands the scope of the notion of agency to accommodate the care work performed at domestic and 
individual levels. Moreover, it emphasizes the view of women refugees as “resourceful” (Oo & 
Kusakabe, 2010). The framework, by engaging an “actor oriented approach” (Oo & Kusakabe, 2010), 
enables a perspective that addresses “women as people who make choices and have critical perspectives” 
(Mohanty, 1991). Figure 5 is a diagram showing the major elements of the redefined framework of 
agency derived from the literature review. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5. Diagram showing the conceptual framework of women’s agency.  
Based on the redefined framework, this study engages a lens of intersectionality and a deeper 
(interpretive) understanding of women’s choices of actions to investigate Rohingya refugee women’s 
agency. It incorporates all four major elements identified within the Figure 5 framework to define agency. 
However, within these, the study emphasizes women’s indirect nature of participation and extends the 
redefinition into the notion of grassroots planning to incorporate women’s individual level actions of 
space appropriation as a representation of their agency.  
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CHAPTER 4: ROHINGYA WOMEN’S INVISIBLE AGENCY 
 
 The purpose of this chapter is to describe Rohingya women’s experiences in the camps of 
Bangladesh through their everyday narratives. The content is therefore based on my ethnographic 
observations, conversations with NGO personnel, and focus group discussions with the Rohingya women. 
This chapter delves into how the everyday actions of women in the private sphere engage with the notion 
of agency. It establishes that these women are essential actors in the everyday space of the camps. The 
chapter is divided into six sections. 
 Section 4.1 contextualizes the camp’s spatial experiences in relation to the local milieu of Cox’s 
Bazar, the host region. The purpose of the section is to enable the reader to develop a mental image of the 
camp and see everyday space through my eyes as I describe it chronologically throughout my journey to 
the camp. I also attempt to enable a visualization of the camps’ socio-spatial phenomena that exist even in 
the midst of a severe restriction on refugees’ mobility (outside camp). Ultimately, through the depiction 
of the public nature of the camps’ activities, I invoke the reader to notice the stark absence of women in 
these processes. Section 4.2 gives an overview of a typical day for women in the camps. The section 
makes visible the everyday in the private sphere and bring in forth the activities untraceable form the 
public zone of the camp. It also gives an overview of the nature of the work women engage in daily.  
 Section 4.3 delineates the actions and micro-level practices women engage in at the domestic 
level through their duties toward families and their acts in providing everyday basic necessities. Section 
4.4 addresses the negotiations women engage in at individual levels to accommodate their specific 
(cultural-religious) practices while navigating through the camps’ space. Section 4.5 aims to demonstrate 
women’s sense of individuality through their narratives, provides evidence of their capacity to voice 
opinions and their awareness of the power imbalances.  
 In Section 4.6, I discuss how the described actions and spatial negotiations of women are 
evidence of their agency by analyzing those actions through a lens of intersectionality and an interpretive 
understanding of historical-cultural context. I refer to the re-defined framework of agency (Section 3.7) to 
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recognize Rohingya women’s actions in the private sphere and argue that these women are not merely 
passive beings but actors in everyday space.   
4.1 The Visible Space: Camps’ Everyday 
 From the place of my residence in the city of Cox’s Bazar to the Kutupalong camp at Ukhiya,32 
my daily round-trip journey was an average of 4 hours. Figure 6 shows the everyday route on map. Most 
of the NGOs or INGOs arrived in Cox’s Bazar from outside, and Cox’s Bazar, being the place of tourist 
interest, offered standard residential facilities. This is the usual commute, based on my observation, for 
most of the people who work in the camps of Ukhiya unless they are local residents. Workers usually go 
to the camps every day by a car provided by their office; other than that, the only way to go is to take the 
CNG33 or Auto.34 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6. Map of the everyday route from the place of residence at Cox’s Bazar town to the camp via Ukhiya Bazar. 
I was usually accompanied by NGO personnel on my way to the camp. Our journey typically 
started at 7:00 in the morning. We rented a CNG from the Kolatoli Node, a main hub for the CNGs and 
 
32 Upazilla (sub-units of district) within Cox’s Bazar district. 
33 Local term for the motorized three-wheel transport fueled by compressed natural gas (CNG).  
34 Local term for autorickshaw, a three-wheel carrier that runs through rechargeable battery.  
 
 
45 
 
autorickshaws. The route to the camp goes above the recently constructed Teknaf Highway (Marine 
Drive); for some parts the journey is very scenic. Figure 7 shows a picture taken on the way through the 
road. This highway goes to Teknaf, where the other camp (Nayapara) is located. On the way we usually  
stopped at the NGO’s field office that oversaw their intervention in the Rohingya camps. I usually had 
conversations with the officials and field workers during that time and also observed closely how they 
operated. 
 
 
 
Figure 7. (left) View from Marine Drive road during the first half of the journey and (right) view of Ukhiya Bazar 
during the journey toward the camp from the NGO office.  
From the office, which was adjacent to Ukhiya Bazar (market), we usually started for the camp at 
10 am by renting a CNG. A field worker who knew the Rohingya community well would usually 
accompany me through this part. This time the route was through the interior, and due to the recent heavy 
flow of vehicles, the condition of the roads was bad enough to make the next hour’s journey miserable. 
Figure 7 (right) shows a view of the market adjacent to the NGO office. Through this part of the journey, 
I could see many cars and minibuses from different NGOs heading our way. I also observed new 
additions in the village streetscape, the North End coffee shop, in particular. I was surprised to find its 
presence in the village setting, as this coffee shop culture by itself was quite new even in the life of Dhaka 
city. According to my associate, it was established after the region began to experience an increased flow 
of foreigners and people from Dhaka through this route.  
Leaving the village centers, we soon found our way to the usual Bangladeshi village landscape 
with water bodies and crop fields on both sides of the road. Figure 8 shows a glimpse of this part of the 
journey. Sights of the field offices of international organizations such as UNHCR and IOM, and national 
organization such as BRAC, along with many other NGOs soon began to appear. The incidence of 
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“refugee protection” has brought jobs35 to the local community through the direct involvement of the 
international society and also increased interventions by national/local NGOs. Although it is beyond the 
scope of my study, the everyday journey to the camp makes the changes in the landscape and local 
environment quite visible.   
 
 
 
 
Figure 8. Views of the village side (left) and WFP warehouse (right) on my way to the camp. 
Besides the offices, there were storage facilities of WFP36 and relief distribution centers with 
people in queues. Figure 8 shows a WFP warehouse that we passed during this part of the journey. I saw a 
few women in burqa37 with children in those queues on some days. I also observed some portable 
checkpoints with BGB38 and Army personnel. One could feel the presence of a “humanitarian” 
atmosphere from a distance already. We passed through a newly constructed highway on our left that 
merged with the road, a highway connecting Myanmar and Bangladesh. A few trucks carrying bamboo 
and sand crossed our paths almost every day. The path started to take angles and hills as we approached 
the tarpaulin huts closely placed above the mounds on my right to realize I was there, just outside the 
refugee camp.  
Toward the “refugee camp” 
 We had to stop by the Kutupalong Bazar, an open kitchen and fish market that had expanded after 
the camp’s establishment in that area. From there, we had to rent an autorickshaw to go inside the camp, 
 
35 “The influx of Rohingya refugees, which began in late August last year, has expanded job opportunities across 
a wide range of aid jobs in Cox’s Bazar, where the IOM, the UN Migration Agency, has hired about 500 
Bangladeshis in the past five months. Hundreds of others have found new jobs with other international and 
national aid agencies.” https://reliefweb.int/report/bangladesh/rohingya-refugee-crisis-creates-new-generation-
bangladeshi-aid-workers-iom, retrieved March 16, 2020. 
36 World Food Program. 
37 Practice of veiling by women in Islam. 
38 Border Guard Bangladesh. 
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which was about 15 minutes away. Figure 9 shows a part of the market by the main road before the 
entrance to the camps. From that point a female NGO worker who would assist me in recruiting 
participants joined us. As my observation and conversation with the NGO field workers suggest, 
Rohingyas and local people both used this market, and some Rohingyas could be found working as sellers 
as well. This market is therefore the space where the locals and the Rohingyas interact every day. 
Rohingyas sell their ration products (rice, lentils, and cooking oil) here either to the market or to local 
individuals in exchange for money. With the money they buy other food items, mostly vegetables or fish. 
This reselling of food rations has been described by Agier et al. (2002) as a form of business that exists 
among camp dwellers who are otherwise not allowed to work outside the camp.  
 
 
 
Figure 9. Views of the marketplace by the main road.  
To add to the experience of local/refugee interaction, my female associate also mentioned that at 
the beginning, when the Rohingyas had just arrived in mass, she was one of the hosts to shelter them in 
her house. The host community came to the Rohingya’s assistance39 in this way at a time when 
Bangladesh government and international organizations had not started to intervene. My overall 
conversation with the NGO workers also indicated that the host community was greatly dissatisfied that 
they were not included in humanitarian programs in spite of being heavily impacted.40 The female NGO 
 
39 The host communities were the first to respond. Source: OCHA, retrieved from 
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh/host-communities;  
Also, according to Shireen Huq, the locals for the first two weeks provided all their food. Source: Presentation by 
Shirin Huq, founder of Narippokho, at the conference “Beyond the crisis narrative: Rohingya statelessness and its 
implications for Bangladesh” held at University of California Berkeley, on February 7, 2020.  
40 The impact on the local community due to the disruption is manifold. My conversation with NGO workers who 
had been engaging with projects meant for the host community indicated that local high school students were 
recruited as interpreters with good salaries by many organizations, and this in turn wiped out a specific generation 
who through the process dropped out from education for the rest of their lives. This finding is also supported by 
Shireen Huq’s presentation (see note 39). She also said that these host communities found the street too unsafe for 
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representative, a single mother of three left by her husband, also expressed that her hardship had been 
unaddressed by the interventions.  
As we approached the camp space from the Bazar through the narrow road that branched out 
from the main road with shops on both sides, I observed there were a number of gold shops, and 
hardware, mobile, and clothing stores along with food stores. The gold shops caught my eye and to my 
surprise, the male NGO worker commented, “Apa [sister], they might not have proper food but every 
woman you see, would be wearing something of gold.” His personal remark made me very eager to see it 
for myself. He also suggested that this extension of the market took place after the formation of the camp, 
and most of those were owned by the Rohingyas—not necessarily the ones who migrated through the 
influx but those who had been living in the areas for decades. It was a busy place with people on foot and 
autorickshaws. I observed a few women in burqa among them. A pavilion-like bamboo structure with 
LPG41 cylinders stored in it came into view at the end of the route. Sights of men carrying cylinders over 
their shoulders could also be seen. The linear winding road bisecting the main bazar stretched all way into 
the camp space. It was then, as if suddenly a whole different world appeared, with densely situated hut 
settlements all around me above the mounds of varying heights. 
Toward the “inside of the camps” 
 The point we got off and started to walk was the point beyond which no vehicle could pass as it 
was too steep (see Figure 10). I saw cars belonging to different NGOs parked in line. There were tea stalls 
on both sides. I found men of different ages loitering and gossiping while children (boys) were playing all 
over the place, pulling each other through a cart-like carrier made with tarpaulin and bamboo. Some NGO 
workers42 (male) were also having tea at the stalls. Sometimes men exchanged greetings with me, saying 
“Assalamu alaykum,” and I answered back. The stores were run by Rohingyas, and were common within 
 
their children because of the suddenly developed heavy flow of traffic. As a result, the Joint Response Plan formed 
in 2018 between the international body and Bangladesh government included the concern of the host community 
beside the Rohingyas.  
41 Families in the camps have been provided with liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) cylinders for cooking as part of the 
humanitarian response; a purpose of this is to discourage the use of wood as fuel to limit the impact on the forest.  
42 Identified by their labeled clothing. 
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all through the camp space as I observed through my ethnography. It therefore is a form of small business 
they are conducting “inside” the camp space.  
 
 
 
Figure 10. Views from the point where the vehicles park inside the camp. 
Sights of Rohingya men working were common. Piles of materials such as large bamboo sticks, 
bricks, and sand were found at the point from which men were collecting materials for the purpose of 
construction within the camp. Men digging soil to construct drainage channels or carrying materials to 
construct shelter was a regular sight. Only once, on my last day in the camp, did I notice a few women 
(mostly aged) in burqa working in the camp, digging, and carrying soil under the supervision of NGO 
representatives. Other than that, I have not observed any woman working in public.43 Based on my 
findings, Rohingya community men are engaged in construction (shelter, roads, waste pits, drainage, etc.) 
within the camp by the NGOs. As my observations indicate, Rohingya men are trained in construction of 
houses with bamboo and wood, as they used to build houses themselves in Myanmar. This practice of 
community participation, on the other hand, provides Rohingyas the means to earn as day labors. Figure 
11 shows men’s activities (labor) in the camps.  
 
 
 
Figure 11. Views of men (left) waiting to start work; (middle) men and young boys working for pit maintenance; 
(right) man mixing concrete for road repair. 
 
 
43 Rohingya women working as day labor, taking up the cash for work to support families is becoming more popular 
now as more women are coming out to support families during the period of crisis, and also as a result of the 
changes. Rohingya women were also found to be working outside camp, at the coastal drying fish yard, for example.   
50 
 
As further explained by the NGO worker upon my query on the extent of community 
participation, every block was represented by a Rohingya man called Majhi44 through whom the NGOs 
communicate with the communities. Through the camp space planning process45, NGO personnel conduct 
meetings at multiple phases with the community men to inform them about the nature of the assistance 
and also to inquire about their needs. For example, my associate informed me that they changed the 
tarpaulin with bamboo fence for shelter in their working area at the community’s request. As we were 
walking, we sometimes came across a few men who exchanged greetings with my male associate and 
informed him about the problems their houses were experiencing while demanding repairs.  
We had to cross a few small bridge-like structures (see Figure 9) made of bamboo to cross the 
wide drains that were cut out of soil to drain rainwater during the rainy period. I encountered men in 
groups repairing pit or roads. Sights of men carrying firewood or other products with a carrier made with 
bamboo and rope also caught my attention (see Figure 12). I came across a few women (in their 30s–40s) 
also, either going out or going into the camp, accompanied by children. From their conversation with my 
associates, I found out that most of them were going to the health centers of the camps to bring medicine 
for children. Some days our path crossed two other NGO workers, one female and one male, from the 
same NGO I was being assisted by. While the male was overseeing the learning centers, the female was 
there to conduct meetings and monitor health-hygiene programs, with the women particularly.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 12. Views of men carrying firewood and clothes. 
 
44 The term majhi, meaning boatman in Bangla, had been being used by the Rohingyas since their life in Myanmar; 
it indicates a community leader. While the usual practice was that a majhi is elected by the community, in the camps 
of Bangladesh these leaders were being appointed by the armed forces in the administration. (Source: Shirin Huq’s 
presentation on Rohingya violence at UC Berkeley on Feb 7, 2020; who also emphasized that this has resulted in 
dissatisfaction among the communities, especially because the process has become impersonal and those selected 
instead of elected leaders tend to favor families familiar to them).  
45 Referring to Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) and Shelter sector in particular  
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As I moved further, I noticed many colored built forms that were latrines (toilet structures in 
colored CGI sheets distinguishable from the houses with male/female symbols) easily visible from this 
point but apparently located at the back of the housing settlements on the other side. Another thing that 
caught my eye was a small container of water placed above a bamboo stand just outside the toilets; I 
found out this was for handwashing. At one point I crossed a tube well (I could see water points at 
different locations at different levels as I approached as well). It had a piped water source with a tank 
adjacent to it, which mainly served an ablution space. I found men doing Ozu (ablution) or taking water 
through lota46 before going to the toilets. I observed a mosque adjacent to the water point, and this 
particular water point and the adjacent toilets were therefore meant for a public use. Figure 13 shows 
water (ablution) points and toilets seen from this location.  
 
 
 
Figure 13. Views of the (left) ablution space and (right) public toilets. 
By then I was still on the flat part of the land; however, higher mounds were all around me and 
our destination was on one of them. Parts of the lands were laid with bricks, but the majority of the land 
was uncovered, bare earth. Piles of sandbags placed to support the edge of the mounds were visible. We 
had to take the stairs made out of the mound’s earth with support of one piece of bamboo placed at each 
step. To my consolation, this was the best route for me to reach the upper levels, as I was informed by the 
NGO associate, because the alternate routes had no stairs at all. Children (as young as 3 years old) were 
wandering about by themselves, running up and down through the stiff earthen mounds as if it were 
nothing. While young boys (aged from 7 or 8) were found to be playing and teenage boys were loitering 
in groups at the entrance point, the youngest ones were starting to appear (boys below 7), as did girls 
 
46 A traditional carrier of water (vessel/container) usually made of plastic 
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under 12. Figure 14 shows images of children. I could observe that though the youngest children were left 
alone, they were actually closer to the housing settlements, as by that time we have had moved away from 
the very public nature of the camp space in terms of scale.  
 
 
 
Figure 14. Photographs of young girls and boys with school bags and aid buckets. 
Curious children who came across our way halted and tried to make conversation with us, 
screaming out loud their newly learned English47 “How are you? I am fine, thank you.” I assume they 
engage with visitors and NGO workers this way every day, particularly with those they can trace as 
outsiders. They learned to greet this way from the learning centers, run by many NGOs. I passed two such 
centers that are providing informal education in order to keep the flow during the disruption. The 
instructors I met were mostly Bangladeshi. However, educated Rohingya men also serve as teachers in 
the centers,48 which usually consist of one large space of bamboo structure with CGI sheets49 as facades 
with the children mostly sitting on the floor inside. Another common experience was hearing the loud 
recitations of Arabic verses by children in the Madrasas,50 both girls and boys, heard from a distance. The 
instructors in Madrasas were primarily from the community. The centers had an ambience of playfulness, 
but the madrasas were the opposite—an order could be sensed.  
 
47 The learning centers provide very basic educational skills; however, although informal, they mainly conduct 
learning sessions on English, math, or Rohingya language. Bangla education is mainly excluded as a political 
decision to prioritize Rohingya’s repatriation to Myanmar instead of integration. This, on the other hand, also poses 
risk for Bangladesh in case the population remains in the country (instead of repatriating) as unskilled manpower. 
For more discussion, visit https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/12/04/are-we-not-human/denial-education-rohingya-
refugee-children-bangladesh. 
48 According Human Rights Watch, since 2017 NGOs have constructed 3,000 learning centers in the camp. Among 
those they have surveyed, each learning center had one Rohingya and one Bangladeshi national working as 
instructors. Source: “Are we not human?” Denial of Education for Rohingya Refugee Children in Bangladesh, report 
by Human Rights Watch, December 3, 2019. https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/12/03/are-we-not-human/denial-
education-rohingya-refugee-children-bangladesh. 
49 Corrugated galvanized iron sheets. 
50 Islamic education centers. 
53 
 
I was instructed to leave the camp before dark. In fact, all NGO workers were instructed to do the 
same, and no Bangladeshi national was supposed to be seen in the camp before sundown. According to 
the NGO personnel, the camp becomes a different place at night, more of a place for the community 
themselves where the Bangladeshi nationals are rather at risk. Someone mentioned the death of 
Bangladeshi worker, but I have not found any authentic source for it. I can nevertheless assume that there 
is a fear among the workers regarding it. While my experience does not properly answer why such fear 
exists, I have learned two perspectives from other sources. First, during the evening and night time 
Rohingya men gather and conduct meetings in the public places, more in the form of demonstrations (i.e., 
organized discussions in the absence of aid workers).51 Second, they engage in cultural activities and 
socialization as a way to keep the practice of their own culture going.52 
Hence, I used to leave the camp before 4 pm daily. On my way back, I was halted at the 
checkpoints mentioned earlier. They asked questions about the destination and origin of our route, but on 
my way to the camp from the city I was never stopped for questioning. These checkpoints were basically 
in place to control Rohingya’s movements into the inner lands from the coastal side, as my observations 
suggest. I could sense the tension between “protection” and “control,” visible in the form of an attempt to 
confine the recipients of “protection” to their assigned places. The difference between “us” and “them” 
was before me, as was the process of othering. 
Nevertheless, in my everyday experience of the spaces of the camps, it was hard to imagine that 
the people had survived massacre, lost close ones, and fled with high risk on foot. It seemed such a 
distance, and it appeared that they had been coping with their past in a way that enabled them to live 
through the goal of everyday. I could sense the naturally formed sequence of public and social space 
while heading toward my destination of the private space of dwelling. The sights and activities in the 
 
51 Source: Presentation of Shirin Huq at the conference “Beyond the crisis narrative: Rohingya statelessness and its 
implications for Bangladesh” held at University of California Berkeley, February 7, 2020. 
52 Presentation of and conversation with Rahima Begum, at the conference “Beyond the crisis narrative: Rohingya 
statelessness and its implications for Bangladesh” held at University of California Berkeley, on February 7, 2020. 
Presentation can be found at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wQA_GXJGE9k&feature=youtube.  
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visible (public) arena that I came across through my daily journey constructed a sense of place as a whole, 
full of actions and interactions, producing the everyday spaces of the camp.  
Though the term camp apparently reflects a space that has a strictly controlled environment,53 I 
could tell that the camp was indeed a socio-spatial phenomenon (Al-Nassir, 2016) given meaning by 
regular activities and social relationships (Peteet, 2005, cited in Abourahme, 2014)—what Agier et al.  
(2002) has also described as the “sketches of a city”(p. 324). By taking the reader through the spaces of 
the camps, I hope to shed light on the multiple-level interactions taking place among the three major 
actors of space production—the Rohingyas (refugees), the humanitarian workers, and the local 
population—as well as interactions between the spaces and these actors.  
I also intend to make noticeable an absence of the women in this everyday (visible) process of the 
camp’s existence. I have observed, and accordingly described, the journey from my place of residence to 
the inside of camp’s space, where the women were not physically present. These women represent more 
than half the refugee population in camps,54 yet Rohingya men of varying ages dominate the visible 
spaces of the camp, where few women (predominantly the aged) were found mostly by themselves, 
always on the move. A few women in their 30s–40s were found to be crossing my path, mostly 
accompanied by children. Therefore, after a couple of days of my experiences in the camp, before I 
engaged in direct conversations with the women, the realization that struck me was the piercing absence 
of the women in the camps’ (public) spaces. I was greatly surprised with the realization that I had not seen 
women in forms of actions such as carrying woods or water, work of any kind, moving collectively, or 
other activities. I had not seen them between houses, even from distance. Hence, the thought that came to 
mind naturally as I was trying to connect pieces of my experiences after I went back from the camp was, 
“So where are the women?”  
 
53 Although such debate is not a concern of this study, camps in contemporary literature have been heavily critiqued 
as mere controlling devices in the name of humanitarian protection by many. I mention my impressions to 
emphasize my perspective of viewing the camp dwellers as beyond mere subjects of control and participants in the 
everyday process of space production. 
54 67% of the refugees are women (Hutchinson, 2018), a figure also supported by the statistics of UNHCR. Source: 
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/myanmar_refugees. 
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4.2 The “Invisible” Realm: Rohingya Women’s Everyday Life 
 This section illustrates women’s space and actions in the private sphere and describes my 
everyday interactions with the women. It enables a depiction of the interior of the houses and women’s 
typical everyday activities. Walking further toward the houses, away from the camp’s public spaces, I 
could see young girls (around the age of 5–6) among the groups of children carrying their younger 
siblings (below 1–2 years old) in laps, and also girls (ages of 6–12) collecting water from the tube wells 
(see Figure 15). I also observed that some of these girls were wearing hijab,55 mainly those who were 
returning from the madrasa. I saw some carrying schoolbags. Young boys and girls below the age of 11–
12 years were everywhere in the open spaces as though they would not leave any corner untouched that 
was still free of structures; even toddlers were lying on the bare ground, naked. The children, as my 
associates suggested, have learned to find their ways between home and schools (learning centers and 
madrasas), and they usually roamed around by themselves on these routes.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 15. Photographs of children: (left) a young girl carrying a sibling in her arms and (right) teenage girls 
collecting water. 
It was then, as I walked through the narrow lanes with houses on both sides, that I could see 
women peeping from behind the curtains at the doors of the houses. I also found women feeding poultry 
in front of their houses from behind the doors (see Figure 16). The houses were primarily made of 
tarpaulin with bamboo fencing. Most of the houses had plantings of vegetables hanging from the roof, 
and I also observed solar panels on the roofs. Poultry running through the alleys caught my attention. I 
saw a few women without burqa carrying water just beside their house, or by the alleys. I caught a few 
 
55 Head covering worn by Muslim women as part of veiling (purdah) custom. 
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more washing clothes, sometimes between two adjacent houses. Even though there was a man among us, 
they did not seem to be bothered. They did not try to hide; some (in their mid-40s or 50s) even asked 
what we were doing. Although these women were near their homes, it seemed that there were differences 
around the perception of Purdah56among them. Some were just peeping from behind, while a few others 
seemed quite okay to be seen even without the burqa. Also, these women, mostly in their 40s or above, 
married and homemakers, were outside essentially for the purpose of domestic work, as my observation 
suggests. All of them were wearing thami57 with head coverings, while young girls were wearing frocks 
and skirts. I noticed a lot of young girls had patches of thanaka58 on their faces with glitters. Among all 
this temporariness, these symbols of customs constantly reminded us of who they were. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 16. Views of (left) a camp space through the lanes; (right) woman feeding poultry from behind the door. 
I came across more tea stalls, which were made out of space from owner’s houses (see Figure 
17). Except for the time of prayers, I usually found men to be sitting and gathering around these tea stalls. 
There was music most of the time coming from mobile phones when the gathering was among young 
men, I observed. Once I noticed a woman watching us from behind a curtain inside an empty store who 
later sold us snacks. It was the time when her father was out for prayers, and she and her mother were 
keeping an eye outside for customers. It appeared to me that even these paths did not bear many sights of 
 
56 The practice of Muslim women to remain out of the sight of men as a whole. 
57
 A clothing practice of Rohingya women which is also found among different tribes in Bangladesh, mostly who 
live in the hilly areas. 
58 A Burmese traditional cosmetic used in form of powder on faces and also arms mainly by women for skin and 
beauty purposes.  
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women or girls; in different places here and there, these paths contained small social hubs for men. I 
could see inside through some of the houses and noticed women resting on the floor, awake. There were 
noises of screams of the infants and toddlers from the inside and sounds of women talking. I could catch 
the sight of men having lunch inside, too. It was that time of day when Zuhr prayers had ended and some 
of them had completed lunch by then although others had not. 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 17. Views of tea stalls outside the houses where men gather.   
 We had to walk further for around 20 minutes and climb some levels to reach our destination, 
Block A-36 of camp 08. My female associate and I usually waited by the mosque of that block while the 
male associate informed the majhi about our agenda for that day. From there, we usually went to the 
houses where the discussions would take place. The insides of the houses were typically open spaces, 
partitions created by the households themselves with the previous shelter’s materials to make multiple 
rooms out of it. The rooms in the daytime were quite dark. There were racks made of bamboo skin hung 
from the facades with rope where they stored the Quran and other Islamic books, sometimes mobile with 
a portable light. Clothes were hanging from the internal facades almost everywhere, and pillows, blankets, 
and bedding, even firewood were all tied up with ropes to the partitions or roofs. I found paper flowers 
made hanging from the ceiling inside most of the houses and found that women made those. Once, I 
found a woman with her teenage daughter to be making those decoration pieces as I entered. Figure 18 
shows an image of the inside of a houses. Decorating rooms with the paper flowers was a common 
practice among the families, as if in the midst of the emptiness, it was an attempt to celebrate life. 
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Figure 18. Image of the inside of one of the participant’s houses (taken with consent) showing (left) floral 
decorations on ceiling, (right) children sitting on a floor mat where one of the discussions took place.  
I found the women very hospitable. I was always greeted nicely by them followed by a request 
for me to sit. Once the host served me coffee, and I observed that the mother sent her child (young girl) 
with money to bring instant coffee from the store nearby. They always laid down floor mats where we 
would sit and talk. Children would at first keep appearing in the room where I usually waited for women 
to gather. Surprisingly, contrary to the usual picture seen there, a number of women including teenagers 
were pouring into the room. I was in total awe, and in a constant attempt to track their movements, 
because from outside I could never spot any such movements among the women, even ones necessary to 
go to a neighbor's house.  
Who are these women? 
 Every group that I discussed with had 3 to 4 women with infants. Some, I found out in the middle 
of the discussion, were pregnant at that time. Some of them wore burqa, as they lived a few houses away. 
Most of them had families with the size of 9–11 members with 5–7 children, whereas few of them had so 
few as 5–7 members (3–5 children). A majority of the households therefore consisted of extended 
families, consisting of the parents, children, daughters in law, and grandchildren. Varying in age group, 
my discussants represented both the groups of grandparents and women living with the in-laws. Some 
participants’ young daughters, even aged 15, were married and with children. Some mentioned their sons 
being married at the age of 19 and introduced me to their grandchildren. A few (the group of 5–7 
members) belonged to nuclear families, comprising a wife, husband, and children. Some among the 
former category also mentioned having young women (either sister-in-law or daughter) living with them, 
whom they could not marry off due to their lack of capacity to offer dowry. My observations suggest that 
59 
 
the practice of dowry among them is very common and families of all of the participants indicated that 
they had to serve their husbands and the in-laws with dowry. Therefore, in spite of the tradition of early 
marriage among Rohingyas, I found women of 19–21 years to be unmarried primarily due to lack of 
dowry, based on the discussions. The participants also included single mothers, either widows or ones 
deserted by husbands. These women were found to be living with their parents.  
Some of the participants had been living in Bangladesh for four years or more, meaning they 
came before the 2017 exodus. Other than the recent atrocities, some families had migrated with the idea 
of a better life compared to their restricted one under the military occupation. In an attempt to underline 
the deprivation, the women mentioned that their movement was heavily restricted and they had to go 
through a number of check posts. Although the Rohingya usually owned crop lands by inheritance and 
grew rice and vegetables, militaries often took their crops—or a huge part of it—away as they returned 
home from the field. Some women commented that going to school or educational institutions was hard 
for men, too, as the militaries did not let them move freely. They usually had to go to schools and 
madrasas that were run by their own community. Based on their information, some families migrated 
through the existing network near the border, while some came on their own. Also, one of my participants 
stated, “We first came here for medical purpose four years back, when we used to cross the border on 
foot frequently.” It appeared to me that this movement was quite easy. 
Through the discussions I learned that the husbands or sons worked as day laborers in the camp 
when they found one. This was supported by my observations of the different types of construction and 
maintenance work in the camp’s public space. I found only one man (husband) to be working as an 
instructor in a madrasa and one (son) at a learning center. Two of the participants’ husbands were serving 
as the majhi of their block; however, he was not being paid for that role according to the women. Men 
were recruited as community volunteers as well. These are the different ways their families earn money; 
otherwise they lived on the relief funds, broadly understood. Among the total number of participants, 12 
women were also community volunteers themselves, most of whom worked as cleaners (toilets) and 
hygiene counselors, and a few as assistants at the (child birth) clinics . These community volunteer 
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positions are paid and serve as a means of community engagement, too. There are other kinds of 
community volunteers, as I have found through my conversation with NGO officials, particularly from 
the Gender Based Violence (GBV) sectors. One of their tasks is to find women who are at risk of 
domestic violence and bring them to the trauma center for counseling. The NGO officials addressed the 
community volunteers as “change makers.”  
The majority of women were describing their daily activities with reference to the (five) prayer 
times. They also referred to metric time although I did not observe any clocks. I assume they kept track of 
the time of day mainly through mobile phones as I noticed mobile phones in almost every house, mostly 
in the hand of male members. A few women, mainly the community volunteers, had phones with them 
and even responded to calls during our discussions. All these women received Islamic education up to the 
age of 12, based on the discussions, whereas some of them had attended schools in Myanmar at early 
ages. It is very obvious from their conversations and their routine that they do not miss daily prayers. 
Women, unlike men, performed their prayers inside the house. To my delight, I noticed that most of the 
women were wearing gold in the form of nose pins and small earrings. A majority mentioned that they 
buried their gold things underneath the soil in Myanmar and bought new from the shops. This statement 
reveals the importance of gold among them, and then the presence of gold shops at the commercial space 
marking the entrance of the camp made sense. Although a few denied that it could be gold, it seemed like 
it was a well-known practice among them and they valued it more as assets than just jewelry.  
Women’s Everyday 
 Based on the overall discussions, a typical day for the women starts before the waqt59 of Fajr 
prayer (around 4–4:30 am). They freshen up, perform Ozu, and say prayers at home. Then some of them 
cook with the ingredients they already have from the previous day, mostly lentils and rice for breakfast. 
Some also mentioned that if they had a good amount of leftovers, they would not cook in the morning. 
This usually fed the members who would leave early, such as men for mosques or young children for 
 
59 Arabic word for prayer time. English translation would be minute or hour or time. 
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schools. In between this period, some women indicated that they went for water. However, if they still 
had some water in the storage, they did not go out in the morning to fetch water. Those who have water 
points closer to their homes take water throughout the day as they need it. I have observed, during my 
walks, women (not in burqa but covered) collecting water from tube wells, mainly by the alleys. 
Someone mentioned taking a bath early in the morning, too. Some women make use of the NGO-installed 
bathing space if they have it nearby; otherwise most of the women said they have built a bathing space 
within their houses. Young women tend to go to the toilets during the time when men are in the mosque. 
Women use the toilets mainly to defecate. Otherwise, as their information suggests, they tend not to go 
out to distant toilets.  
 They serve their husbands food when they are back from the prayer, and the children are then also 
fed and sent to the learning centers. Women recite Quran after that if they can manage the time; otherwise 
they engage in cooking (around 11am–12pm) for lunch and dinner together. By this time, their husbands 
or other male members have brought food such as fish or vegetables to cook (around 9–10 am).  
Women who work as community volunteers mentioned that, after sending the children to school, 
they go out to clean latrines at around 9 am and return at around 11 am. The children come back from the 
learning centers by then as well. The male members usually remain outside the house. They are either at 
work, or they are socializing by the tea stalls or in madrasas, according to the women. They usually cook 
at that time, and after Zuhr prayer (1–1:30 pm) they have lunch. They send their children to madrasas 
after that. During this time, women rest, gossip, or visit adjacent houses. Some women indicated sewing 
their young children’s clothes. One woman showed a floor mat she had weaved with dry leaves, but she 
could not engage in this practice frequently as the leaves were hard to get nearby. Men during this time 
sometimes rest at home, as I have also observed among a few households.  
Community volunteers go out around 2 pm to conduct meetings in houses with a group of 10 
women and return at around 4 pm. Per their information, community volunteers at their assigned areas 
conduct these meetings on a daily basis. Therefore, the other women engage in meetings frequently as 
well. I observed that some of the rooms I sat in with women for discussions were already serving as 
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regular meeting rooms for women with female NGO workers and community volunteers. Also, those 
rooms were decorated compared to the other rooms; for example, some had large printed pieces of cloth 
hanging overhead and posters about health and hygiene. The women informed me that these were 
provided by the NGOs who conducted meetings.  
By afternoon, as the Asr waqt arrives, men go out for prayer and do not usually come back before 
the dinnertime. The children are also back from madrasas by then. Some of the women recite Arabic 
verses during this period. Sometimes they read with their children, and even teach their younger ones, as 
my findings indicate. Some cook after the Asr prayer for the night if required. Most of the women said 
that they usually cook twice per day. They do not have any refrigerating device, so if they have the 
money, they usually buy food daily. Otherwise, they live on lentils and rice. A few mentioned cooking 
vegetables (such as spinach or the like, and luffa) collected from the plants they grow. If they cook, they 
are done by the Maghrib prayer time and the men start arriving home (around 6–7 pm). They usually have 
dinner before the Isha prayer (7:30–8 pm). Their days usually end with the saying of Isha prayer. 
As the hosts of the houses were enthusiastic about giving me a tour of their homes, I observed 
that most of the houses had two to three rooms, made out of partitions by themselves. One host with nine 
family members described strategies of room sharing that indicated the parents with young children slept 
in the room we were in, where the door opens. The male member and the sons (teenage) sleep in the 
middle room while two teenage sisters sleep in the third. Beside the hosts, some other participants took 
me to their houses. The women also showed me different household products they received as relief, such 
as buckets, bags, boxes full of different hygiene products including soap and also sanitary napkins, and 
children’s schoolbags, pencils, and books. I observed that families who had some open space behind the 
houses extended their house by adding rooms (see Figure 19). These mostly consisted of the kitchen part 
and the bathing space. In the extended portions of some houses, I noticed places for chicken and eggs. 
 
 
 
63 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 19. Schematic drawing showing extended back of the house with back door.  
  Those who could not extend due to shortage of space outside their houses had their cooking space 
in a corner of a room. Most of the families cooked with firewood, while some received LPG cylinders. 
Few of my participants bought the gas cylinder themselves. One of the community volunteers mentioned 
that she bought a gas cylinder (cost: 4000 BDT60) just the day before with her salary (7500 BDT) money. 
Some mentioned using the community kitchen61 established by the NGO, if it was nearby. However, as 
the gas supply is irregular, they prefer to cook at home.  
 Most of the kitchen spaces had swings for infants, small cots woven with bamboo fence and hung 
through rope from the roofs. Sometimes it was visible as babies were on it; other times I found them to be 
kept tied to the roof. Based on my observation, it is usually placed in the kitchen area (see Figure 20). I 
assumed the mothers did not want their infants out of their sight while cooking. I also noticed a few 
women working in the kitchen while babies were swinging on it, sometimes with other children as well.  
 This image created a sense of the depth of “domesticity” before my eyes; I saw the women to be 
working without any break, sometimes engaged in cooking, other times in managing the tantrums of 
children while looking after the swinging infant as well. It appeared to me that most of the time in 
 
60 Bangladesh currency 
61 A community kitchen was constructed in the block mainly to utilize and recycle (manage) the sludge produced in 
the latrines. As a result, the supply of gas was also intermittent. The shelters usually do not include kitchen places, 
so the NGO intended to provide a communal kitchen though this project.   
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women’s days, with the average number of children in the families being very high, is consumed by the 
act of looking after the children. Not just the mothers, but other young women in the families such as 
sisters or sisters-in-law, take care of the children. Even if they had the opportunity to go out for any 
purpose, it seemed like it would be difficult for them to manage any break unless they carried the young 
ones with them.   
 
 
 
 
Figure 20. Photographs of two of the participants at their kitchen (taken with consent). 
Women’s everyday mobility and communication 
 As if to reaffirm my viewpoint, the overall discussions indicated that women do not go out of 
their houses, unless any emergency arises, such as relief collection in the absence of male members or due 
to sickness. Also, because in the health centers medicines are not provided to anyone except the patient, 
women must go out to health centers themselves and for their children—another cause for the few 
sightings of women in the public places I had while walking in the camps. Figure 21 captures views of 
women moving through the camps. Some of the women who gave birth in the camp indicated that they 
did not go to any health center for the deliveries. They gave birth in their homes with the help of daima 
(elderly women who help to deliver). They also referred to these women as khala (maternal aunt).  
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 21. Views of women in the camp’s public space.  
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 In the midst of this restricted notion of mobility, it is almost always the women who collect 
children’s food items62. these items. Unlike other village communities, the Rohingya women do not go 
out to collect wood; it is done by the male members. For the use of toilets or for collecting water, the 
majority of the women usually go out early in the morning or after evening.  
When asked about their time spent together with the neighboring women, a majority mentioned 
that they met other women to gossip, and to share frustrations of the present and grief from the past. They 
emphasized that such conversations helped them keep going. Most of the participants did not experience 
brutality but suggested that they were aware of the atrocities and therefore fled. “When you see other’s 
houses burnt down, children killed, what do you do? You leave,” stated one of the participants. A total of 
3 women mentioned their children’s death while making their way to Bangladesh: the children got sick 
during the journey and died in the camp. Teenagers have friends living nearby, and they gather often, as 
reported by the women. The participants did not go to the trauma centers for counseling. The women 
never mentioned about going to Taleem63 or any other “women-friendly place” built by the NGOs64 to 
find peace. It appeared to me that for these women the present day was the goal and therefore the major 
thought in their mind. Most of the women expressed the wish to go back when the situation was safe. The 
majority indicated that they owned two-story wooden houses and crop land. Some complained about the 
present life with its very limited means. However, a greater portion of them were also thankful that they 
were safe from the Burmese violence and could access basic needs. 
My observations also suggest that families maintain communication with their relatives, such as 
residents of other camps or those staying in Myanmar. One woman mentioned that her husband was 
living in the US and they communicated via phone. It was after her husband left for the US that the rest of 
the family had to flee Myanmar. A few women among the nuclear families mentioned their children’s 
 
62
 The camp administration provides specific food for children such as suji (semolina) besides the other rations. 
Following the announcement, families go to collect it. 
63
 Islamic place. Women go to taleems as a means of finding solace through religion (Rahman, 2019).  
64
 NGOs have built a number of women-friendly places (no access to men) to enable women to gather and spend 
time. See the documentary (2018) directed by Lauren Anders Brown Shanti Khana, translated as “place of peace,” 
narrated by Ashley Judd for further insights into such experiences.  
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visit to relatives within the camps, such as their grandparents’ homes. One of the hosts was home alone 
with the infant while her two young sons were with her in-laws and her husband was at work. She said 
her husband was on his way home from work would bring them, too. Very few indicated that they  had 
visited other camps themselves.  
 Based on their regular accounts, I realized that women’s everyday actions and the timing of them 
revolved around the activities of the other members of the families. Their days are consumed in their 
prescribed gender duties, throughout which they also cope with the traumatic experiences from the past, 
maintain their current life in the limited setting of camp, and meet their individual needs. With a general 
overview of their activities, I turn to the next sections for deeper insight into the women’s actions and 
their space.  
4.3 Rohingya Women’s Household-Level Contributions to Everyday Camp Making 
 This section describes women’s domestic roles and puts forth their acts of filling everyday gaps 
of consumption in families. These actions range from cooking, to managing food items and collecting 
water, to utilization of networks to maintain the everyday domestic chores. While the external spaces 
were dominated by the presence of male members of the community, the space inside the house was the 
women’s world. The key strategy behind meeting the goal of living through the day at this temporary 
address was to take care of the households—a task quite efficiently executed by the women.  
Everyday Food Management 
 It was primarily the responsibility of men to bring money; however, a majority of the family’s 
men did not have jobs of any kind at the time of my field investigations. Therefore, the fundamental 
source of income was the resale of the ration ingredients. Based on the discussion, families with seven 
members get the unit supply of rations. Families with even eight members receive double that amount, 
leaving a surplus for them to sell. On the other hand, the stock of rice often gets used up before the next 
stock is distributed. Nevertheless, each family sells ration products which, if not food items, are other 
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household relief products.65 They sell the products use the proceeds to buy food or other items they 
require.  
It is primarily the men who go to the markets to sell and bring other food items. However, women 
engage in the daily exchange of basic necessities, as my observation suggests. The majority of women 
indicated that they also bought food items such as vegetables or small fish or even snacks (chip, cookies, 
etc., for children mainly). When asked about the source, they mentioned that they bought these from 
sellers who came to their doors. These vendors are men who carry products from the market and sell them 
at different houses; I have caught sight of them while walking through the camp. Sometimes women 
bought products in exchange for money, but they also indicated the use of rice for the purchase of goods, 
or any other items they possessed during that time. One participant stated, “We do not have money in our 
hands most of the time; therefore, we tell them we have rice, and they give us what we need in exchange 
of the rice.” I observed that this moving market of vendors—a connecting space between the private and 
public—is in existence due to the absence of women in the marketplace. I felt that because the women are 
not going to the market, the market is coming to them. Other than food items, these men also carry 
products such as ornaments, clothes, hair bands, and thanaka (cosmetic paste). This gives women the 
opportunity to choose and buy products for themselves and their children. On the other hand, some men 
are earning income through this. Hence, I find women’s implicit presence in this whole phenomenon a 
natural compensation for their physical absence from the public space.  
Women exchange food items among themselves, too, according to the information provided by 
them. One participant indicated while discussing, "Look apa, suppose I grow vegetables and my neighbor 
rears poultry. Then I'd go to her and ask if she could give me two eggs in exchange of my vegetable." 
Another woman stated, "Yes we do. If we don’t have holud66 or chili, we ask them if they have it and they 
give it to us." A participant also demonstrated to me by making the posture of a cup with her hand while 
commenting, "I tell the sister living next door that I don’t have onions. I ask her, ‘Can you give me one 
 
65 The market I noticed in the local community had products (sold by the Rohingyas) contained cooking oil bottles, 
LPG cylinders, rechargeable lights, plastic buckets, shower mugs, and soaps. 
66
 Bangla for Turmeric powder. 
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please, sister?’" Women who do not have any male support seek the help of other men. Their information 
suggests that they sometimes ask their relatives or someone they already knew or even the majhi of the 
block to help them bring food or products from the market. Women send their young sons to the markets 
as well, whereas they send their young daughters to nearby stores. A few of these women indicated they 
themselves collect relief or visit the markets.  
A greater number of the participants had vegetables growing at their homes, with seeds or plants 
mostly provided by the NGOs. Someone also mentioned that they used to grow vegetables but a landslide 
after heavy rainfall adjacent to her house took away her garden space. Some of the participants mentioned 
cooking with vegetables such as spinach and luffa grown at home. Among those who raise poultry, some 
agreed with the notion of supporting families with eggs. Most of them indicated that they bought chicks 
for rearing so that they would have chicken meat for meals someday since, otherwise, they would not be 
able to afford chicken meat. It appeared to me that they were filling the gaps of the “ration design” by 
managing daily additional nutrition requirements of the families by every means available to them.  
Women’s words also reflect the administration’s ignorance of the context. Majority of the women 
indicated that lentil was never a part of their diet67 in Myanmar and that they were tired of having rice and 
lentils at the camp. One woman commented, “Have you ever been on lentils and rice for six months 
straight?” I shook my head and she replied, “Then you don’t know how it feels.” “Apa, children keep 
crying for not being able to eat any fish or meat for months,” one of them said. Another participant 
suggested, “Even so, we still need ingredients like onions and chilis to cook even the lentils, right?” 
Therefore, it is beyond doubt that these micro practices of women are providing families the means to 
meet the very basic food necessities. From the administration level, it is visualized (also complained 
about) as the refugees’ act of reselling rations instead of using them. However, these micro practices bear 
testimony to the gap between the relief infrastructure and the food necessity of the people. I see the 
women participating in this process to meet the daily need produced by the gap. 
 
 
67
 Lentils are primarily found and consumed in the northwest regions of Asia. 
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Water Collection 
Besides food management, women are also noticed collecting water. Children (mostly girls) who 
are old enough to carry water-filled containers are seen doing so as well. Those who have water sources 
near their homes can bring water several times a day, and others tend to go with the entire family to 
collect and store as much as they possibly can on a single trip per day. Earlier, they had to travel quite far 
down the hill to collect water from tube wells and carry it back up the hills, which, quite obviously, was 
too difficult according to most of them. However, now that the NGO has installed water taps (10 taps in 
the block) pumped by solar power, it has become easier than before. In spite of that, not all the families 
have them nearby and still need to go rather far to collect water. Women’s statements indicated that a few 
of their husbands assisted in the work of water collection. However, this mostly happened in families with 
no women physically able or old enough to carry.  
Fuel Wood Collection 
Although collecting firewood, in that sense, falls into the category of domestic responsibility, it is 
always done by men among the Rohingyas. It is not a new practice but has rather been their way of life in 
Myanmar as well, based on their information. However, it is not done with the intention of assisting in 
domestic work, but as an alternate solution to ensure that women would not have to go out. Also, a 
majority of the women indicated that because of recent hindrances they faced from the local people,68 
men did not go out to the forest to collect wood but had to buy it from the market. Some participants also 
mentioned using leaves and wastes as fuel. These are usually collected by the children. I have also 
observed children carrying and sorting the wastes that they had just bought (papers, leaves, cans, bottles) 
outside their houses. I realized that this task was primarily the responsibility of children, who also help 
their mothers with shopping from the market or nearby stores.  
Balance between outside job and household duties 
 
68 As the local practice of village people is also to cook with firewood, the use of it by the Rohingyas led to a great 
competition over the resource.   
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The exception to the usual participants of my study were the women working as community 
volunteers and contributing to the family in monetary terms apart from their domestic duties. Although 
they work outside their homes, they clarified that they did not have to go far from their house, as they 
were usually assigned to clean toilets within their block. Moreover, they conducted meetings in houses 
close to theirs. My observation indicates a majority of these women come from families where the male 
members (fathers or husbands) are physically unable to work (due to mental or physical sickness). Some 
were working in the absence of male members in their families (as I have mentioned earlier about widows 
or women left by husbands). 
The women who work outside home utilize social help to maintain their household during their 
absence. The daily routine of community volunteers, as described earlier, also shows that besides the 
work outside home, they also have to take care of the household chores including cooking, collecting 
water, and rearing children. When asked how they balance both, one explained, “I have my sister-in-law 
living with me and usually I cook in the morning before I go out and in the afternoon it’s her turn and this 
is how we usually divide our duties. She also looks after my children when I am out.” Some women keep 
their children with their neighbors, some with their elder daughters. Daughters who stay home (above 12 
years, unmarried) also take care of cooking, water collection, and watching young siblings in most 
families. Such networks and division of roles among the women provide support to their everyday 
management of household activities. These acts are highly representative of the micro-politics they are 
engaging in.   
It is vital to note that they never used to work outside home in Myanmar: they did not even assist 
men in the crop fields. Some of the community volunteers indicated that their community in Myanmar 
considered women working outside their homes to be a sin. Nevertheless, they are taking up these roles to 
fulfill the basic needs of the families in the current context. Such a massive change in the role of a woman 
among the participants is not out of individual need (or a desire to gain freedom); rather, it is the need of 
the whole family in order to fill the gap of a traditional breadwinner. I consider this to be a way of 
accommodating the changes produced by the disruptions.  
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If we take a look at the activities of these women, keeping their backgrounds and the current 
context in mind, we find evidence that their lifestyles are heavily influenced by the goal of ensuring that 
their families meet the basic needs in the midst of their restricted life. Households are the fundamental 
units of the camp itself, and therefore women’s actions providing the households’ everyday survival are a 
contribution to the everyday sustenance of the camp as a whole. Although these contributions are in the 
form of indirect participation, they greatly influence the camp’s everyday process.  
4.4 Rohingya Women’s Individual Strategies and Spatial Negotiations 
 This section describes women’s individual-level negotiations of time and space to accommodate 
their everyday needs and socio-cultural behavior. As my observation suggests, women hold a common 
perception that they cannot to be seen by other men. They carry this belief through every action they 
engage in. To maintain this, they primarily do not go out, and when they do, they engage mechanisms to 
maintain their hiddenness in the eyes of men. This practice has become their way of life. It is only for 
emergencies that they go out and when they do so, they always wear burqa. Whatever movement they 
make—even for the use of toilets and bathrooms, for collecting water, or going to the neighbor’s house—
they try their best to cover themselves up. This provides a very straightforward answer to why they are 
absent in the public spaces and why I could not see them while moving around the camp away from 
housing. However, the purpose of this section is to understand how they accommodate this perception in 
their navigation through the camp for toilet use, bathing, and collecting water.  
 Based on their information, every household had toilets and bathing places in Myanmar, whereas 
in the camp the toilets are predominantly communal. A majority indicated that during the early days of 
the camp, the bathing places were shared, too, but with time they have managed to make space for 
bathing within their houses. Most participants expressed dissatisfaction that they have to share the toilets 
among many families, particularly with men. According to them, even though the toilets are demarcated 
with symbols, men do not maintain the distinction, so they are forced to go to the same toilets used by 
men. One participant also commented, “Both male and female toilets are all placed together and often 
72 
 
the teenage boys keep loitering beside the toilets so young women cannot go the toilets then.” Some 
participants suggested that the overuse of latrines caused them to be occupied very soon and therefore 
even with the presence of toilets nearby, some people could not always use them for lack of vacancy and 
were forced to go toilets far away.  
 Under these circumstances, my observation suggests that other than the need to defecate, women 
tend to stay home and not go out to use the toilets. They just go out in some corners among the bushes to 
avoid going far to use toilets. It is not just men’s presence around the public toilets that they consider 
problematic, but also they indicate that young boys/men tend to watch women going to toilets, even try to 
peep through holes. These incidents discourage women from using communal toilets, and they tend not to 
use it unless there is urgency. Those who have bathing space inside their houses use the space for the 
purpose of toilet, too. However, they still need to go out to use the latrines (mainly to defecate), and their 
information suggests that women usually go out very early in the morning, after Fajr, when the men are 
in the mosque. Also, they tend to go out after dark, when it is difficult to spot them. They used to carry 
candles, but now there are lights installed outside the toilets; also, there are portable lamps provided to 
them by many organizations. When some of the participants also indicated that they go out during the 
daytime, one participant clarified my confusion saying, “Because I am not biyati apa, I can go. Those 
who are Biyati around us, like my sister-in-law, they cannot go during the day, because men can see 
them. If they cannot hold the urge at all, they go out in burqa, but if they can, they go at night.” 
 The term biyati refers to the women who are above 12 years old and considered eligible for 
marriage. In easier terms, it refers to girls who have reached puberty or young women who are not yet 
married. Therefore, the women who go out of the house for any purpose in the daytime are mostly those 
who are married. It may include collecting relief, collecting water, or even going to the toilets. However, 
they are also very cautious of not letting others know of their purpose of going to the toilets. One 
participant humorously said, “I wear the burqa and run” while acting with hands to suggest what would 
happen in case she couldn’t hold it.  
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 Women, while moving, utilize networks and ensure effective navigation in the midst of 
restriction. Based on their information, they usually move in groups after dark for the purpose of using the 
toilet. As my participants were all married, the majority of them gave examples of the young members of 
their families such as teenage daughters or sisters-in-law who were unmarried. These women usually have 
a set group among themselves (network) and also a set time when they move. These small networks help 
them navigate through the dark while ensuring a sense of safety. This also helps them divide among 
themselves the tasks of carrying lamps and water, as my observation suggests. 
Similar to the use of toilet, women face trouble with bathing space. Similar use of networks is 
also found in their everyday use of shared bath spaces. One of the participants, who did not have a 
separate space for bath in her house stated, “We take bath in turns. When I go inside, I inform my sister-
in-law, who then carries water and passes it to me inside. When she takes a bath, I pass water in the same 
way.” While most of the others indicated that they used a similar strategy for using the shared bath, they 
clarified that it was in early days when they did not have attached ones with their houses. I observed that 
they did not like to use the common bath space and did not feel comfortable in moving with clothes and 
water while being seen by others. As a result, most of them had created spaces in the house by then, with 
cement floors and bamboo partitions at the back of the shelters.  
In one group discussion, the participants' responses were quite hilarious while conversing about 
bathing space. One of them commented, “Well, after spending some time with my husband, I would 
definitely want to go to a closer one to take a bath.” To add to her sarcasm another woman stated, “Do 
you expect us to go running for showers every time after that?” I could tell the women were making fun 
of my queries, as if these were too trivial too ask, or I was too ignorant to know the experiences. They 
asked me if I was married at one point, and knowing that I was not, one commented, “Then how would 
you understand what we are referring to?” while all the other participants erupted in laughter. I 
entertained their light mood nonetheless, and the giggling continued long enough for it to become hard to 
get back to the usual track of my discussion.  
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Another daily act of going out is for the purpose of collecting water. Similarly, the young women 
of the house, mainly those who are biyati, go out to collect water very early in the morning in groups. A 
majority indicated that, by then, the water collection points were closer and they did not have to go very 
far. Before that, mostly the young girls, below the age of 12,69 fetched water. They indicated that after the 
installation of multiple taps, collecting water had become easier than before as they could carry more 
containers themselves. Closer distances also provided the women convenience while going out for water, 
and they could now store a good amount. Some participants stated that, due to the proximity of the water 
source (for her), she could collect water at any time of the day. I have observed women taking water from 
tube wells while walking through the alleys. However, their information provides indication that it is 
either the married women or the younger girls below the age of 12 whom I saw collecting water. Some of 
them mentioned that, because it was pumped through solar energy only during the daytime, the flow of 
water was good. Also, if it rained, the flow was disrupted, and they might have to go multiple times (in 
case of bigger household size) to collect water that they store separately for cooking, drinking, bathing, 
and the use of toilets.   
In addition to their temporal negotiations throughout the day with the help of networks, they also 
employ spatial mechanisms to hide their presence from the outsiders. The discussion above clearly shows 
that, even for the very minimum daily need of going outside the houses, the women strategically negotiate 
“time” among themselves in order to expand their mobility. Similarly, they tend to move through the 
alleys and the back doors of the house, as my overall observation indicates.  
Women move through the back doors of the houses, mostly. During these discussions with the 
women, each time there was hardly any space left in the rooms (the size of which was about 10’  12’ on 
average). Even during the discussion, I observed that women, including teenagers, kept appearing, as if 
from nowhere. I observed that, while some women were coming inside through the doors, some were also 
appearing from inside. After taking tours in a number of houses, I observed that the majority of the houses 
 
69 Majority of the participants used the age of 12 as a reference above which they are considered biyati. However, it 
is basically the women who reached puberty they were referring to as I later realized  
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had added a second door at the back through the extension they made. The main purpose was for the 
women to go out for the toilets, as their information suggests. It enables the women to ensure that their 
movements toward the toilets are not seen by outsiders. A majority of the women also agreed that they 
use these back doors to go to the adjacent houses, too, especially those who were considered biyati. Based 
on the discussions and my walk through the camps, a majority of the women do not use the front doors 
while going out. The information also reveals why I observed only girls (9–11 years) taking water at the 
front lane of the houses while saw women collecting water at the back by the alleys. Figure 22 shows a 
schematic representation of women’s movement through back doors and alleys. 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 22. Schematic drawing depicting women’s movement through the back alleys. 
Women have figured out their own ways of navigating through the spaces, hiding themselves 
from the eyes of the strangers at the same time. These strategies have been helping them perform their 
duties and meet their basic daily needs while accommodating their beliefs. The use of small networks is 
also enabling them to carry out these mechanisms. These everyday spatial and temporal negotiations at 
individual levels are also ensuring that they can hide themselves from the visible spaces of the camps.  
4.5 Women’s Individuality, Knowledge, and Awareness 
 This section intends to bring forth women’s insights and awareness that defy their image as 
voiceless beings, sometimes by challenging the humanitarian practice on the ground. In every discussion, 
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I have observed spontaneity among most of the participants. A number of times, the women themselves 
initiated queries, such as those regarding my marital status, place of origin, and the like. The purpose of 
this section is to highlight the knowledge they possess about themselves and their surroundings, and to 
demonstrate their individuality through the opinions and voices they raised during the discussions.   
 Women’s words reflect that they are not included in the participatory (Shelter/WASH) processes; 
however, female workers come to them to conduct meetings about gender issues. All participants seemed 
to know the names of the NGOs and the types of assistance, but they were not consulted and were instead 
informed by their husbands. “They said they would provide shelters on the area we already have, and we 
were happy with it,” said one of the participants. In reply to my query of how they knew, another 
answered, “They held meetings.” Their information suggests that their husbands attended these meetings 
with the NGO representatives. Being asked if they attended any meeting, one replied, “No, we do not go 
to the meetings, we hear from our husbands.” Their information indicates that they held frequent 
meetings with the female members at their homes, mainly about health and hygiene. One of the 
participants clarified that “There are other sisters like you who come to conduct meetings with us. They 
teach us about maintaining cleanliness like washing hands after using toilets.”  
Some of the women’s statements expressed subtle resentment against the system. In the middle of 
discussions around how the families got jobs, one woman indicated that the majhi sometimes notified 
them, or else they heard from other families if there was any recruitment. However, one of the 
participants once showed dissatisfaction with the process of the recruitment, as she commented, 
“Sometimes in big families all of the male members take up jobs. But if members from one family get all 
the jobs, how will others find work?”  
Some of the community volunteers have expressed dissatisfaction with the limited cleaning 
products they were supplied with. They suggested, “Apa, we are out of harpic70 and brushes. I have been 
using the brush from another toilet for the last few days. Sometimes I also take the brush from my home.” 
When I asked if they notified anyone about it, they replied, “I did, but we still got nothing.” It appeared to 
 
70 Toilet bowl cleaning gel. 
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me that they were filling not only the gap in the families’ daily needs, but also the absence of the 
resources in these sectors as an additional role beside their paid duties. It appeared that, similar to the 
ration structure, the cleaning works were designed with the idea that the flow of the resources would be 
managed by the workers themselves.  
Women are in the domestic sphere, but they are aware of what could be better for them. They 
subtly question the gender norms that within their community prescribe them primarily to be domestic 
beings—care givers within the household only. Women who worked as community volunteers indicated 
that they did not find their work petty or disrespectful, but one of them commented, “If we had studied 
further, we could take up better jobs.” One said laughingly, using very informal terms, “Yes, wouldn’t 
have to clean others’ feces.” When the majority of the community volunteers agree to this, it clearly 
questions the system in place historically that have deprived these women of education and hence 
opportunities. This information also gives evidence of an awareness among women that better 
opportunities exist, together with a necessity to accept reality. In this connection, some other women (not 
community volunteers) also commented, “We know how to work,” referring to sewing. “If the NGOs 
provide training we can work and earn.” Some of the community volunteers also added that, “It is better 
to work than sit at home, otherwise the body becomes lethargic.”  
Women’s narratives also show that their opinions and insights that are not prioritized by others. 
Although women accept decisions imposed on them, that does not necessarily make them passive to 
humanitarian aid—they are able to question the system. A majority of the women indicated that these 
meeting sessions often included teaching about family planning. Some of them suggested that they 
followed birth control plans in the form of injections and also pills. Nevertheless, my overall observation 
indicates that it was a very recent practice and among very few. However, although most of the women 
did not seem eager to discuss the topic, in one of the discussions a participant commented, “Can’t they do 
something to the men?. Another participant, agreeing with her, stated, “Yes, why don’t they take the men 
instead of asking the women for it? Whatever has to be done, it has to be done in that place, right?” All 
the discussants laughed at the comments while agreeing with them. When I asked them if their men would 
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agree to that, one of them answered, “Well, they can just lie to them, make up reasons to take them and 
then do it anyway.” Their information indicates the men usually tend not to listen to them and demand 
sex even during their menstruation. Hence, such expression of opinion from them about why it should be 
the men instead of women in the consultation of family planning came up. 
These statements raise questions about the traditional family planning approach that still targets 
women among these populations instead of engaging men. On one hand they are bound to submit to the 
men’s wishes, and on the other, by excluding men and imposing the family planning process on women, 
the humanitarian system is legitimizing women’s subordination to men. Women’s awareness reflects their 
ability to understand the power dynamics. They are in fact directly recommending making up ways to get 
it done even if the men are not submitting. While the women clearly reveal that the increased number of 
births mainly depends on the men and not women in their case, the NGOs are re-inscribing the norms. 
Without seeking their opinions and considering them the recipients, the NGOs are educating the women, 
who instead, in my eyes, possess important knowledge that is clearly not being sought after or prioritized.  
Rohingya women revealed a great sense of empowerment, mainly after talking awhile, when they 
got comfortable. They spoke without hesitation, and they had a tendency to provide explanations and 
examples to clarify their points to me. Also, some of them demonstrated a great sense of humor, 
especially while commenting about men. For example, some of the participants always expressed 
disappointment over their husbands who did not work although they were physically able. In their answer 
of what their husband did daily, one of them commented with humor, "Nothing, he just places a mat on 
the floor and keeps sleeping on it." Each time there was any mention of the men, the women started 
making fun and giggling.  
In answering whether their husbands assisted with household chores, one of the participants 
commented, “Some do help, but most of the time they don’t want to, because, for example if the others 
catch them carrying water, they laugh at them for doing women’s work, and that is why our husbands do 
not want to do these household works.” I sensed sarcasm in her speech as I observed her body language 
trying to portray that “those who do domestic work are therefore known as domestic beings” and clearly 
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the men do not want to be regarded as those, even though they were not working to earn. Moreover, I see 
the explanation as her ability to put forward an articulate reference and also as her awareness of the 
division of roles. One of the community volunteer participants stated hilariously, “Yes, he does, he 
carries water and stores but then he drinks it all.” Such comments not only expressed disappointment 
through sarcasm but also added a further level in a subtle attempt to express how useless her husband 
could be. Another woman who works outside as a community volunteer grudgingly commented, “He 
does nothing, just remains sitting the whole day.” At one point she again commented with utter 
disappointment, “He is dumb, he doesn’t even move.” 
These experiences provide relevance to that of the women described by Jaji (2015) as the 
agitative females who grudgingly held on to marriages despite being unhappy with their husbands. 
Although those women were holding on to marriages as a tactic of ensuring security according to the 
author, for the Rohingya women marriage is not just security but also the way of life, and any other life is 
outside their worldview.71 It is a custom and certainly an individual identity besides social security for the 
women, because they define their roles and activities, even spatial boundaries, based on this identity.  
A majority of the women who worked outside home as community volunteers expressed 
disappointment toward their husbands. Yet they also expressed a feeling of sympathy for their husbands. 
A majority indicated that they handed over their income to their husbands, not fully but a good amount. 
As an explanation, one commented, “We feel sympathy for them, when they cannot find work and sit at 
home.” Others also agreed to the sympathy for their men. In contrast, although no one commented on any 
kind of dispute arising from their engagement outside, some indicated that they were wary of the fact that 
the men remained irritated for not having money to buy cigarettes or drink tea outside. They usually try to 
keep their husbands happy, because, according to one woman, “If the husbands are not happy, it is a sin 
for us, because our heaven is under their feet.” Another participant agreed to that, saying, “Yes, heaven is 
under the feet of the fathers, mothers, and husbands.” In my query about their knowledge of this concept, 
 
71 Worldview, as explained by David Abecassis (1990), is the way in which the world, as experienced by them, is 
understood. Through this process, rites of passage- birth, initiation, marriage death are all expressive of the world 
view of the people. 
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they indicated they learned it in childhood at maktabs.72 These statements revealed their firm belief in the 
conservative ideologies.  
Nevertheless, the majority of participants expressed a great sense of individuality and 
consciousness through their speeches.. Their quotes expressed their ability to put forth articulate 
comments, and their implicit remark challenging the uneven power relations inside the households. 
Above all, I found from their information important insights about their socio-cultural and religious 
norms that shape their perception of identities. By further looking into the intersections of identities in the 
next section, I discuss the ways women’s actions can be considered as their agency. 
4.6 Discussion 
 Through an interpretive understanding of the socio-cultural and historical context, I argue that the 
women’s actions within their roles and choices are driven by certain beliefs and perceptions. With a 
deeper look into these forces, reasons behind women’s choices of actions are better understood and 
agency is uncovered. The discussion contains two sub-sections. First, I adopt a lens of intersectionality to 
explain the multiple identities and subjectivities that shape the women’s belief systems and consequent 
actions discussed throughout the chapter. Second, by arguing for women’s position in the private realm 
through a socio-cultural perspective, I challenge the Western imagination of Southern women’s roles and 
experiences.  
4.6.1 Rohingya women: Actors in everyday camp space 
The purpose of this discussion is to explain Rohingya women’s specific roles and everyday 
actions through an interpretive understanding of the historical and cultural context. I follow the redefined 
framework derived in Chapter 3 from different scholarly conversations to argue for women’s agency . 
Following the framework, I organize my arguments in four major points.  
First, I argue that Rohingya women’s agency is found in a continuum of actions where they 
engage in different forms of negotiations and micro practices for everyday needs. It ranges from the 
 
72
 Elementary institutions for Islamic education. 
81 
 
domestic responsibilities to individual-level negotiations for the purpose of living each day in the 
restricted camp setting and also holding on to their socio-cultural identities. All forms of actions reflect 
their ability to act and their choice to carry on with life despite the uncertainties.  
Second, all forms of their actions are taking place in the private sphere and therefore need to be 
recognized through an expanded notion of power and agency. I bring in a lens of intersectionality to 
establish that, historically, multiple factors have played roles to confine them to the private sphere. The 
traditional definition that calls for action (participation) in public is insufficient to uncover these women’s 
agency.  
Third, in contrast of the traditional Western view of silence and invisibility as acts of passiveness 
and representation of voicelessness, I argue that Rohingya women’s invisibility in the public sphere does 
not define them as passive recipients because it is a state produced by their actions in private. Bringing 
forth the argument of intersectionality, I show that these women’s actions are derived from their choices 
and these choices are in fact shaped by the multiple factors (identities) they are subjected to.   
Finally, women’s everyday strategies (tactics) to figure out their own way among the spaces 
allocated for them are highly representative of micro-politics that cannot be observed from above. These 
women’s agency lies in the appropriation of the existing spaces instead of the formation of new spaces. 
To recognize such actions requires a shift from the Western notion of agency (power) that calls for a 
visible process of changes and direct participation in the change making (i.e., acts of resistance). I argue 
that this notion is insufficient to recognize these women’s invisible actions that indirectly contribute to 
everyday changes. 
Rohingya women’s actions by capacity, choice, and resistance  
Rohingya women are engaging in different forms of actions and spatial negotiations every day in 
the camp. Their everyday routine involves not only their duties toward families through domestic chores 
like cooking, collecting water, and child-rearing but also their additional contribution toward ”filling the 
gap” of everyday household needs. This everyday gap is predominantly being managed by the women 
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through their various micro-level strategies on the ground. They are acting within the means available to 
them within the existing structure. Sometimes they are negotiating against their normative behavior, such 
as going out to the health centers to bring medicine by themselves, to bring food items for their children, 
and relief for the families. Additionally, women are taking up new roles in response to the absence of 
breadwinners among their families.  
On the other hand, to accommodate their religious beliefs and socio-cultural norms, they are 
employing various negotiation strategies at individual levels. Women are negotiating time among 
themselves to expand their spatial mobility throughout the camp’s space. They are forming and utilizing 
networks that enable them to cope with the past and navigate the present. This way they are appropriating 
the spaces accordingly instead of directly demanding changes in it. And, despite the huge negotiations at 
the individual levels, their everyday life is consumed in their duties toward their families. In each of the 
responses, they demonstrate agency in the following ways- 
• Each of these actions is in response to maintaining a normal life while seizing everyday under a 
“severely challenged” context (Steindl et al., 2008).  
• This range of actions also falls into a continuum (Thomson, 2013) though which while Rohingya 
women taking up the role of breadwinners “against the traditional gender role” is one form of agency 
by resistance, holding on to traditional roles is another, in the form of submission to the norms. Each 
form of responses demonstrates a voice, and “all speak to the depth of gender politics” (Lenette et al., 
2012).  
• The act of living every day itself also demonstrates agency by choice, because this act is primarily a 
choice to live “despite all odds” (Richter-Devroe, 2011) amid the “uncertainties” (Ryan, 2015). This 
act is thus an evidence of their choice to accept reality, which in turn drives them to engage in various 
forms of actions within their reach. Furthermore, this act of maintaining a normal life with the limited 
choice is, according to Dağtaş (2018), an act of “disowning the label of refugee”, and therefore also 
an act of agency also in the form of “resilient resistance” (Ryan, 2015).  
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Rohingya women’s agency by actions in the private sphere 
 All these forms of women’s actions are predominantly taking place in the private sphere. This 
involves both their duties and individual negotiations. Even the actions of the community volunteers are 
largely confined to care work. The majority of the participants have demonstrated a great sense of 
individuality and awareness, so much so that the sense of responsibility toward the families and hence 
their perception of normative gender roles precedes their notions of individual choices or comforts.  
Women’s regular activities suggest that their everyday space and time of actions revolve around 
their family members’ activities, mainly husbands and children. Their narratives of everyday experience 
show their timing in relation to their husband’s and children’s movements from home to outside and vice-
versa. Also, despite the negotiations they have to make every day at individual levels, even for something 
as basic as using the toilets, the major concern among the majority was the issue of cooking, feeding their 
children, and managing proper nutrition for their families. The negotiations and adjustments they are 
making in their own lives did not appear to be a concern worth mentioning. Also, I never observed any 
man near children or accompanying children throughout my survey, whereas women were forced to come 
out to collect children’s relief items. The concern for children is exclusive to women. Women’s identity is 
buried in the identities of mother and homemaker. The normative gender identities as domestic beings are 
reinforced every day through the practice of religion and socio-cultural norms and are thus inseparable 
from the women’s individual identity, particularly in this context.  
 Therefore, a deeper understanding of a woman’s individual self and her actions requires 
investigation into her perception of role, hence identity. Identity of a person or a group includes the way 
in which the members regard and understand themselves; i.e., it includes their self-image (Abecassis, 
1990). One’s self image is constantly shaped by multiple forces and subjectivities in relation to her 
position within the broader structure of power. This investigation calls for an intersectional feminist 
method of analysis that enables us to see the interactions among the connected systems and the power 
dynamics at multiple levels. Intersectionality explores how social inequalities may be apparent within a 
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group of marginalized people (Larson & Colleagues, 2016). It involves looking at “relationships among 
seemingly different phenomena” (Collins & Bilge, 2016, p. 195). Collins and Bilge (2016) also argue 
about “relationality” that appears as a theme with diverse interconnections that overlap the relationship 
between systems of gender, race, class, sexuality, age, ability, and citizenship. 
 Similarly, according to Hankivsky (2014), “intersectionality” promotes an understanding of 
human beings as shaped through various interactions in different social locations (e.g., race/ethnicity, 
indignity, gender, class, sexuality, geography, age, disability/ability, migration status, religion). These 
interactions occur within a context of connected systems and structures of power (e.g., laws, policies, 
state governments and other political and economic unions, religious institutions, media). Through such 
processes, interdependent forms of privilege and oppression shaped by colonialism, imperialism, racism, 
homophobia, ableism, and patriarchy are created. In a situation similar to refugees’, Shalhoub-Kevorkian 
(2010) has also argued in favor of a “feminist intersectional method” to better understand “women’s 
choice of actions from their positions” (Connell, 1997).  
 The Rohingyas have historically been exposed to an uneven power relations at every level of their 
group identity: (1) as inhabitants of a frontier (the Rakhine state), the Rohingyas throughout the colonial 
past were subjected to the rule and oppression of multiple religious and imperial dynasties; (2) as an 
ethnic minority, an unequal power relation has always existed between them and the state of independent 
Myanmar; (3) they were always the minority in a majority-minority relationship with other tribes (ethnic 
and religious) in Myanmar’s context; (4) Rohingya community has always maintained their cultural 
identity by expressing an unwillingness to give up their ethno-religious identity and by engaging in 
insurgence against the other tribes as well as the state; and (5) the current space of refugee camp in 
Bangladesh is apparently a control measure (spatial and political) parallel to the “protection” for them as 
victims.  
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Within this multiple level of power relations, the Rohingya women’s individual position is at the 
margin of the margins (see Figure 23), because (1) rape and sexual harassment have been used by the 
state  (military) as a tool to persecute the community; (2) rape and sexual harassment have been inflicted 
upon them by the members of other tribes; (3) patriarchy and unequal gender power relations are 
reinforced through religious and cultural norms (i.e., polygamy) within the community and the 
households (i.e., domestic violence); and (4) they are exposed to sexual assault and exploitation by 
Rohingya men and humanitarian workers inside the camps as well as Bangladeshi men (i.e., prostitution).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 23. Diagram showing Rohingya women’s marginalization at multiple levels. 
 By virtue of the prevailing power imbalance at multiple levels (see Figure 24), the Rohingya 
women have throughout history been confined in the private sphere. An investigation into the 
community’s history reveals that Rohingya women have never played the role of breadwinners in the 
context of Myanmar. There is more to it than a mere division of gender roles. Being denied citizenship 
under military oppression while Rohingya communities’ spatial mobility was severely restricted as a 
group, Rohingya women’s “safety” from the violence of the military and other tribes also reinforced their 
spatial confinement in the home. Lack of education under decades of persecution, limited access to health 
facilities, and religious conservative ideologies along with their notion of continuing the generations have 
led the Rohingyas into maintaining big families with an high number of offspring. Having many children 
and the normative gender roles naturally have resulted in the confinement of the Rohingya women. Above 
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all, the conservative ideologies of religion, by enforcing patriarchy, have been re-inscribing unequal 
gendered power relations at the household level, which on the other hand has historically been prescribing 
the Rohingya women’s role and space in the domestic and private sphere. In this particular context, 
therefore, agency defined through the traditional framework that calls for participation in the public 
sphere is insufficient to recognize these women’s participation or thus their actions. Figure 24 contains a 
diagram showing the multiple subjectivities that shape and reshape Rohingya women’s identity and 
choices of actions.  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 24. Diagram showing intersections of identities and subjectivities around Rohingya women. 
On the other hand, it is only in the context of Bangladesh that Rohingya women are taking up 
roles as earning family members beside men. It is also as a result of the changes at household levels 
induced by the disruption and the exposure to opportunities arising from the change. Apparently, these 
new roles can be considered as their participation in the public sphere and therefore the representation of 
agency according to the traditional framework. However, this definition falls short for this particular 
context, following Saigol’s (2002) argument, because such actions by women are not always well-
accepted in the community and they entail consequences that re-inscribe the power imbalance in forms of 
domestic violence or increased socio-cultural restriction. There have been cases of threats made toward 
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women and instances of resistance from the male members of the community as a result of this changed 
role of women. Increasing incidents of violence from male partners have become more frequent (Nordly, 
2018). A majority of the community volunteer participants confirmed their community’s poor acceptance 
of such change. Moreover, my observations suggest that a majority of the women take up work for 
income in the absence of (active) male members. Even so, most of the women stated that they have been 
“given permission” by the male members (father, father-in-law, or husband). A majority of the female 
community volunteers have also expressed absolute disappointment about their husbands’ being inactive 
and thus their own forcible change of role. 
It can be argued that, primarily in the absence of male members, women are being forced to come 
out and take the role of breadwinners for survival. Otherwise, my observations suggest that the men are 
accepting (permitting) women’s work outside home because “the income is benefiting the men,” because 
it is evident among the Rohingyas that women, regardless of their status, do not go out for activities like 
collecting wood for fuel. Even the women who work outside the traditional role do not go out to shops 
and markets. Again, such activities are only done by the women who do not have active male support in 
the family. Therefore, this new role of women, although it may appear to be liberating and hence 
empowering, is clearly not outside the unequal gendered power relations of the households. This 
household-level power imbalance is continually reinforced by the broader structure, an intersection of 
multiple forces and hybrid subjectivities that are shaping the women’s space within the camp, community, 
and households. Hence, the framework with too much emphasis on public nature of work and position is 
too narrow and simple for a lens to address the consequences and the situations giving rise to the need of 
women’s actions that otherwise can speak of their agency.  
Furthermore, although women’s roles as community volunteers represent them in the public 
sphere and in leadership and as “change makers”, the nature of such assignment is predominantly care 
work that is largely confined in the private sphere. The work is also spatially located within the private 
sphere, by which I mean not only the physical perimeter of space but also its nature, which is primarily 
confined to the women-based programs. Female community volunteers, although a part of the 
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humanitarian agenda of women empowerment, are predominantly recruited within  care work to reach 
other women in their communities as an essential mechanism for the need of the Gender-Based Violence 
(GBV) programs. The women through their work engagements, mostly remain very close to their homes 
and engage in regular interactions through meetings with other women, not strangers. Therefore, again, 
defining women’s agency based on their role as change makers or in leadership falls short by limiting the 
scope of the framework and re-inscribing women’s prescribed role in the care sphere as well.  
The traditional form of agency or concept of empowerment is thereby problematic, as it tends to 
ignore care work and simultaneously forces women’s participation outside of private but ultimately 
confines them within care work as an easy choice. By doing this, in spite of the empowerment agendas’ 
intention to enable women have power over decisions, the ultimate power structure is regretfully 
unchanged and rather often reinscribed in repressive forms. The study hence realizes the need of the 
expanded notion of agency and following the redefined framework it recognizes women’s care work both 
inside and outside of home. Rohingya women’s actions in the domestic and private sphere hence are seen 
as the representation of their agency. 
Rohingya women’s invisibility as a choice  
 Rohingya women negotiate time and space through the camp’s space to hide their presence from 
men. Central to this practice is their belief of the necessity to remain unseen by other men. The way they 
cautiously maintain their absence in the eyes of the public has resulted in their non-appearance in the 
public sphere. As a result, the individual and collective spaces being produced through their daily 
interactions and activities are located within a sphere of invisibility in the shadow of the public sphere. 
This physical absence in public, if framed though the traditional definition, renders them voiceless and 
passive.. My observation on NGO representatives’ perception is that- because of the conservative 
ideologies held at every level of their lives, the Rohingya women do not come out of their homes and 
raise their voices beside men; therefore, they require representations on their behalf, even for the sake of 
women’s empowerment. One official commented in his answer to my query regarding women’s 
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participation in their projects, “I don’t think women empowerment means they have to come and talk in 
the meetings, women never go outside their houses.” Apparently, this comment is in partial agreement to 
what I have discussed—i.e., that coming out of the house may not be an adequate definition of 
empowerment. However, this particular notion held by the organizations is rather reinforcing a culture of 
representation on behalf of women. 
About “Silence” and “Invisibility” Thomson (2013) and Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2010) in their 
works show that these acts can be results of choices and a depiction of voicelessness or passivity is too 
simple representation of these acts.  Adding to their contributions, I want to argue that this invisibility 
through everyday absence in the public is an outcome of the Rohingya women’s actions at individual 
levels. Additionally, this sense of invisibility is a “sphere” that guides their sense of place by shaping their 
choices. It is therefore a state acting as a guiding principle of actions and simultaneously as the resulting 
outcome of those actions. The statement is elaborately discussed in the following. 
Rohingya women have been exposed to power imbalances at multiple levels  historically due to 
their communal and individual identities (see Figure 23 & 24). Rape as a tool often used in genocide and 
war has been applied on the Rohingya group for all of the three purposes: changing demography, 
mutilation, and death (see note 24). Therefore Rohingya women have been exposed to an additional 
dimension of persecution at the group level. They have learned to avoid not only the sight of militaries, 
but also the eyes of men belonging to other ethnic groups in Myanmar. This practice of ensuring that they 
are not caught by men even by sight revolves around their perception of age and marital status. One of my 
participants stated, “We marry the daughters off at an early age, because otherwise men from other tribes 
will know about them. But if they are married, they are safe from the men.” Multiple factors are acting 
behind this perception: (1) safety from other men; (2) marriage by socio-cultural status is a mechanism of 
ensuring safety; and (3) age as a mark of identity (defines womanhood in relation to marriage).  
Based on my overall observation, women who are unmarried but eligible are the ones at the 
greatest risk. Once a woman is married, she has a different identity (image) of being protected, and more 
freedom of navigation in that sense. This practice has been carried with them to the life of the camp, and a 
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similar strategy is being followed in their mobility. I have described how married women (usually 
mothers) were not hesitant about conversing with the strangers, even men. I have also observed that 
mothers feeding their children inside the houses did not hesitate in the presence of male. This has 
happened during my discussions many times when my male companion came in to deliver messages or 
when other curious young men entered to find out what was happening, whereas some young women 
(newly married or even unmarried who were present in the house at the time of discussion) rushed to 
other rooms every time. It appears that the act of motherhood was not considered to be something that 
needs to be hidden, even in this conservative environment. It seems like the identity of a biyati reveals the 
image of woman by sex, whereas the identity of a married woman is parallel to an image of motherhood. 
Such perception of identity is embedded in their and their community’s (Rohingya) worldview through 
the process of which women, psychologically engaged with the prescribed gender norms, following 
Butler’s theory(1997), act within their sense of spatial boundary. 
In addition to the need of protection against men outside their group in the context of Myanmar, 
incidents of violence against women are also evident within the group, inside the camps in Bangladesh. 
Farzana (2017, p. 128) confirms that women are vulnerable to sexual assault and harassment in the 
camps. Riley and colleagues (2017) show that a significant percentage of her participants were exposed to 
rape, forced by strangers, acquaintances or family members. Farzana quoted one of her study participants: 
“I was humiliated (indicating rape) by a Rohingya camp leader. I do remember the night I was kidnapped 
and humiliated (silence). It was horrifying. That night, as usual, I went to the toilet at the corner of the 
camp with my oil-lamp. I did not know that someone was following me and hiding in the bush to attack 
me! It happened all of a sudden”(2017, pp. 220–221). 
 Beside Rohingya men, Rohingya women in the camps are exposed to the risk of sexual violence  
from men from the local villages, camp authorities, and security personnel too (Farzana, 2017). Women 
in the camp are not only at the risk of sexual abuse but also of the social consequences arising from it. 
Pittaway (2008) shows that husbands often refuse to take back women who are abducted and raped; 
abused women and girls are married off with older men who already have one or more wives (see also 
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Riley et al., 2017). Farzana (2017) also showed through her participants’ experiences that it is difficult for 
women to get married in their community if the incidents of their abuse are known to others. Therefore 
absence is not a measure to prevent just sexual harassment but also social consequences.    
The perception of safety has historically been a notion embedded with self-image and also norms; 
the sense of safety along with the religious norms shapes the women’s daily actions by their choice to 
hide themselves from the sight of other men. This is how the sense of invisibility is both a driving force 
and an outcome of the women’s actions at the individual levels. Therefore, the phenomenon of women’s 
physical absence (participation) in public, although viewed as a representation of passiveness by the 
traditional framework of power and agency, is in this case a wrongful interpretation of women’s identity. 
A state of invisibility as seen from above should not define or justify these women as passive or voiceless 
beings.  
Rohingya women’s agency in the act of space appropriation  
 Although women are confined in houses and absent in public, “change making” in the camp’s 
everyday space is happening on the ground due to micro-practices of women. These domestic and 
individual level micro-politics are taking place under the radar and therefore are not seen from above. 
Women’s everyday negotiations are taking place in the form of re-visiting the existing instead of 
inventing and are therefore not recognized when viewed through a traditional framework of power or 
agency. This calls for a shift of perspective in the framework of agency to recognize women’s actions in 
the form of indirect participation. 
 Invisible from above, women’s practices on the ground are driving changes in the form of filling 
the gaps of everyday necessity and hence contributing to the camp’s everyday activity. These practices 
include a range of micro-level actions and strategies of women, including daily food management for 
their families, adjusting the gap of supplies by the community volunteers during their assigned paid work, 
and also the negotiations among themselves to adjust with the gaps unaddressed by the governance of the 
camp’s built environment.  
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 Women’s experiences and opinions are not sought after in the planning of the camp’s physical 
space. Whatever extent of participation is taking place from the side of the community in the decision-
making process, it is always from the men, based on my observation. Farrington (2019), however, in her 
study on Rohingya women in a similar context has clearly shown that incorporation of women’s 
experiences in the planning and design process of the built environment brought significant changes in the 
outcome, particularly in the WASH sector, which includes toilets, water supply, and bathing space. 
Adherence to the unified standard modules, priority on technical requirements, and reluctance to 
accommodate flexibility in the designs due to the additional expenses involved are reinforcing the 
exclusion of women-specific needs from these particular programs. Consequently, never being a part of 
the planning and design process, these Rohingya women are figuring out their own ways of navigating the 
camp space to use the services—another way I find that women’s such daily negotiations on the ground 
are filling the gaps imposed by the camp governance.  
 It is evident that women are finding their ways out of what has been provided to them (i.e., 
decided on their behalf) to accommodate their own necessities and “priorities”. Their actions in this 
regard can be seen as tactics (de Certeau,1984), as a form of “quiet encroachment” (Bayat, 1997), or even 
as a form of informal politics. As opposed to the Western framework, Rohingya women’s notions behind 
actions do not constitute extraordinary goals, but simply the mundane accomplishment of everyday tasks 
(Lenette  et al., 2012). However,  their everyday struggle, mostly quiet and unrecognized, are indeed 
political acts (Richter-Devroe, 2018) and demonstrations of agency. According to the redefinition, I 
reiterate that Rohingya women’s everyday actions on the ground portray their agency: they are fulfilling, 
contributing to, and reproducing the everyday spaces of the camps. 
4.6.2 Rohingya women: An image of the global South 
 By claiming that recognition of private sphere and women’s individual actions are essential for 
the particular context of the global South, this study challenges the Western construct of agency. Also, by 
arguing for women’s position in the private realm through a socio-cultural perspective, I intend to raise 
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questions on the Western imagination of Southern women’s experiences too. The purpose of this 
argument is bifold: to show from a socio-cultural point of view that southern women’s association of 
private realm can also be symbolic than a mere division of labor/role and that formulation of 
empowerment programs with emphasis on changing the role may not change her position in the power 
relations. In this section, I briefly discuss the socio-cultural identity of Southern women through an 
interpretive understating of the Bengal culture that helps to explain Rohingya (Southern) women’s socio-
cultural positions and society’s view of them.73  
 For the context of global South, with particular reference to Bengal, the private-public is more of 
a coexistence than a division as explained through Greenough’s (1982) “patron-client” relationship. In the 
household structure, the man’s role is as patron (who provides rice) and the client is the woman (the 
obligated). This household-level relationship, moreover, coexists with the overall patron-client social 
structure.74 This deeply rooted social structure naturalizes the association of public with men and private 
with the women75. The coexistence works because of the specific entitlements76 both enjoy from each 
other. Such notions can be interpreted among the Rohingyas based on my observations. In their socio-
cultural structure, the image of protection77 is symbolized in the patron-client household structure: the 
 
73 Chapter 2 has discussed Bengal’s historical influence on Arakan state and the Rohingya population. 
74 Patron-Client culture is the building block of Bengali culture. Source: (Islam, 2001).  
75 A personal reflection: During the period of 1930s–1980s, based on information from relatives and what I have 
also seen myself in the later part of the period, my grandmother (married at the age of 9 and a mother at 15, educated 
up to class 5) used to manage and oversee the overall consumption of 56 members of households daily, including the 
household support staff and daily guests. My grandfather was a businessmen (well-off) in the city of Khulna whose 
acquaintances and employees used to come daily to their home. Other than that, for political discussion during 
periods of war, for example, men would gather in numbers at the house. For both cases, meals and snacks were 
served for all these men from the inside of the house. One of my relatives says, “no one went back from the house 
without a meal of hot rice.” My grandmother never stepped foot outside of house unless accompanied by males for 
the purpose of any visit. Yet she had influence on a number of women’s and also men’s lives. Ignoring her 
contribution as one of domestic works is a poor interpretation of agency in this context. Clearly the influence is 
wider (more political) with her presence inside the private sphere.  Her position was not subordinate in my view, 
despite that she was not the earning member of the family. But it is also undeniable that the family of her in laws 
where she spent most of her life was quite liberal to consider/accept her as an important member. Women’s position 
is not made only by her, but influenced by the surrounding too.  
76 Amartya Sen (1981) reflected on the socio-cultural structure through the concept of entitlement throughout his 
analyses of Bengal famine.  
77 The need of protection for Rohingyas is not just the need of socioeconomic security, but I have shown in previous 
sections (4.6.1) that it is also coupled with the need of safety from the threats of other men (military and ethnic 
groups) throughout their history on the land of Myanmar.  
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women as clients benefit from the protection of the patrons (as husbands), and as an obligation women 
provide for the family’s sustenance. Throughout this process, a cultural privilege (entitlement) of men is 
noticeable, but it is an embedded feature of this particular socio-cultural context.  
 Within this social socio-cultural setting, images of women often refer to sustainer.78 This concept 
helps to understand the significance and honor of motherhood as a woman’s identity as guarantor of the 
sustenance of the family (consumption) besides just the act of giving birth. This symbolism of identities 
also reinforces women’s association with the private. Among the Rohingya community also, a woman in 
marriage and within the private sphere is parallel to the symbol of sustenance, honor, and is hence 
protected, whereas a woman outside the marriage (single/widow/divorced/) and in public (working beside 
other men/public spaces) gives an image of the opposite—unprotected, abusable,79 and hence disgraced.  
 The symbolic interpretations of roles further normalize the association of private/domestic and 
apparent subordinate position (in Western eye) with Southern women, again — knowingly, unknowingly 
or even forcefully. This relationship is not a mere division of labor but also a sense of identity as patrons 
and clients practiced historically. The man also suffers from insecurity when he fails to provide means as 
a patron in this process. In the aftermath of disruption, the way women suffer from trauma from past 
violence or loss of homes or even abuse from husbands, the male suffers from anxiety due to loss of work 
and his failure to provide80. Therefore, “private” should not be equated with “subordination” without 
deeper knowledge of the context. Similarly, adherence to the norm does not define one as subordinate. 
Moreover, the notion of subordination is not only gendered but rather reinforced though various other 
 
78 Greenough (1982) portrays this perception of women in the Bengal culture that he derived from the Hindu 
goddess of prosperity (Lakshmi/lokhhi) as a symbol of one who guarantees the prosperity and hence honor of the 
household (family) by maintaining the flow or providing the necessary consumption. In Islam religion, mothers are 
given the highest position of respect and this symbol of honor on the other hand despises those who are not. These 
symbols are vital of this culture and women’s roles cannot simply be discussed though the lens of gender division of 
labor.  
79 A quote from an Indian movie (Mardaani 2, a 2019 Bollywood feature) is useful to further explain the statement: 
“woman, always preferred to be seen in the private, when she comes out in the public, is regarded as a public 
property that gives men the right to harass and abuse her.” This helps to explain the Rohingya perception of 
protection associated with the private realm. It speaks for more of a symbol than physical location. 
80 Reasons popularly explained in the disaster and migration discourse as one of the major causes of abuse against 
women. 
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factors and power dynamics which by the change of (women’s) role does not necessarily transform itself 
within the existing power relations81.  
 Ignoring the private realm activities only enables an incomplete recognition of women’s identity 
not only for the Southern context but rather globally. However, for the particular context the need is not 
only to recognize the private realm but to redefine the notion of agency. Because, the Western 
formulation of agency, which likes to see women in the role of a male (breadwinner) and has been 
translated into the concept of women’s empowerment by the humanitarian sphere parallel to the 
development discourse, by failing to consider culture specific gender roles and symbolic relations force 
women to participate in the public and unknowingly disrupts the patron-client coexistence to only 
reproduce the power imbalance through various forms of repressions. The study realizes the need to 
impact the gender power imbalance by not solely focusing on women’s economic emancipation but by 
also influencing the other socio-cultural factors that shape and reshape women’s positions in the power 
relations.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
81 Personal reflection: In the context of Bangladesh, this is not uncommon that women at higher work positions 
submit to family’s men’s (husband, in law, father, brother) decisions. I can testify to this as a Bangladeshi about my 
mother and other women from my extended families and also friends’ groups as well. Also, women empowered in 
terms of economic participation and education commonly submit to men’s abuse even in the urban areas. What has 
changed is that women have learnt to come out of the abusive relationships resulting in transformation of family 
units. Moreover, religious restrictions and conservativeness arising in opposition of it are explicitly visible in forms 
of increased practice of veiling custom and propaganda against women’s independence etc.. In the rural areas, with 
the popularity of micro credits program for women, it also increased domestic abuse and control from the men’s 
side. It is common in the rural areas that men engage in gambling and drinking while force women to hand their 
earning over to them. Above all, emphasis on women empowerment programs within the development and climate 
change paradigm is based on the concept that women spend more toward their families than their own selves, and 
women are more likely to remain loyal than men when it comes to return the loans. While discussion on the negative 
impacts of micro credits are not new, the situation remains the same as the development policy programs are still 
unchanged and being replicated. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
 
 Rohingya refugee women are vulnerable for various reasons, but they are not just passive beings. 
The study shows that they are the invisible participants, not just recipients of the overall visible 
humanitarian care, and beneath their invisibility lie important insights of the “women’s world” that raise 
questions about the image the “humanitarian world” has of them. The study thus highlights two distinct 
framings of seeing agency: (1) through one set of literature, reviewed in Chapter 1, that sees agency 
through a lens from above that is shaped by institutional practices and policies and often misses the 
everyday micro-level actions and practices of agency by people, women in particular; and (2) another set 
of literature, reviewed in Chapter 3, that sees agency and power through a lens from below and captures 
everyday micro-level practices. My observations, in line with the latter, show how the everyday practices 
of refugee women are forms of agency and yet how they are easily missed when looking at refugees’ 
spaces through the lens from above. In conclusion, the study highlights that the first approach is 
inadequate for a meaningful grasp of refugee women’s agency and also that looking from below is a 
necessary condition to address needs and co-create programs that are more effective. 
 This chapter, as the final part of the thesis, comprises two sections. Section 5.1 summarizes the 
main findings and outlines the main arguments. Section 5.2 lays out the implications of the study within 
forced migration scholarship and also humanitarian planning; within the process of the latter it proposes 
to incorporate gender planning notions and methodology to ultimately impact the gender power relations.  
5.1 Rohingya Refugee Women’s Agency  
 The study attempts to amplify Rohingya refugee women’s voices and highlight their contributions 
at specific two levels: household and individual. Concerning the former, it shows that being located at the 
apparently invisible domestic sphere, Rohingya women are engaged from dawn to dusk in the 
maintenance of households’ daily basic necessities. This whole phenomenon, I reiterate, serves for the 
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overall sustenance of the camps’ life (community/humanitarian relations) by fulfilling the needs and 
simultaneously the gaps in the top-level decisions that enable daily living on the ground.  
 The latter, at an individual level, shows that these women are accommodating their individual 
needs (spatial in particular) into the spaces decided by others on their behalf. This mainly includes their 
temporal and spatial negotiations to hide themselves from the eye of public in their daily navigation 
process. This practice of hiddenness is a historical process that guides their every action. It is also an 
individual priority but reinforced by the socio-cultural process. To accommodate this particular need, 
women are appropriating the spaces of the camps through various mechanisms.  
 The study, through an intersectional analysis of women’s multiple identities and subjectivities 
and also by engaging deeper insights into the historical and socio-cultural context, shows that these 
women’s world of actions are heavily influenced by the prescribed norms, a certain perception of roles 
and risks. Therefore, the prescribed gender roles and performances have become an embedded part of 
their construction of self-identities and their actions. From above, the choices of these actions are not 
visible, but from below these choices can be seen to be highly crucial for their own and their families’ 
everyday sustenance. In this context there is no justification to ignore their domestic engagement as 
nonpolitical. The study sees their ability to act to meet the daily goals within their reach as highly rational 
and political. The study also recognizes their apparent subordination can be incorrectly inferred from their 
absence in public when it is in fact strategic—an act by choice. Therefore, the reality of Rohingya refugee 
women is far from the image assumed to be correct—the one of passivity. These women exert agency at 
every level of their actions.     
 Why is it important to see these women as actors instead of passive recipients? The label of 
passive recipients hinders a recognition of them as participants who have voices and choices and enables 
a normalization of their representation in decision making process. The thesis as a whole has attempted to 
defy these popular labels by presenting women’s stories and amplifying their voices. The study ultimately 
advocates for a major shift in the understanding of agency and its implication for women empowerment 
programs by shifting the focus from its attempt “to change women into actors” to its viewing of women 
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as already being actors who make choices and hold opinions. In addition to this, by advocating for 
Southern women’s agency the study intend to ultimately argue that Southern women are not mere 
subjects of pity.  
5.2 The Way Forward: Seeing Gender and Forced Migration through Planning 
 For ages, the field of planning has talked about planning from above, but recent scholarship 
advocates for planning from below, more importantly for the planning “of” the people. Amid the 
humanitarian governance of camps or refugee situations, people make their ways to accommodate their 
own spaces. Refugee women, at the very bottom level of the power relations, ensure their needs are met 
while planning their everyday basic necessities around the aid. The thesis emphasizes the recognition of 
grassroots planning even at the individual levels to capture these women’s actions and urge an extension 
of its reach beyond the conversations of collective agency.  
 The thesis also emphasizes bringing in conversations from various relevant fields—anthropology, 
social work, geography, sociology, and planning—for a meaningful grasp of women’s actions and 
formulation of an effective methodology within the forced-migration studies. I believe more scholarly 
contributions on refugee women’s agency will contribute in two places: first, it will expose the gaps 
between the predesigned (universal) programs and on-the-ground experiences; second, it will contribute 
to more effective design of programs by closely reflecting the realities of the needs and experiences of 
refugee women.   
 Academia needs to engage feminist methodology to reveal the relation of on-the-ground 
experiences to broader forces. This study calls for engaging the lens of intersectionality and interpretive 
understanding of the choices behind actions for a meaningful understanding of women’s agency. Southern 
women’s stories need to be heard more, and looking through the women’s eyes is vital. The study 
foresees that the narratives produced this way in academia will, in the long term, enable a perspective of 
viewing refugee women as actors rather than mere recipients that will drive policy programs to prioritize 
women’s voices in the humanitarian decision-making process as a whole. An established view of women 
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as actors rather than passive recipients at the above level can help change the attitude of defining goals set 
on their behalf within the humanitarian sphere.    
 In connection to humanitarian practice the study acknowledges the applicability of gender 
planning82 as both a tradition and a methodology (Moser, 1993) with a purpose of enabling Rohingya 
women’s inclusion into the current humanitarian (camp) operations and impacting the gender power 
imbalance. It prioritizes both the practical (immediate) and strategic (long-term) gender needs and 
outlines major recommendations based on the gaps discussed throughout the thesis in the following 
discussion.   
Practical (immediate) need-based interventions 
• Promoting home-based economic opportunities. Prioritizing home-based activities is vital for 
maximizing the number of the Rohingya women participants so that they can support their own and 
their families’ nutrition (consumption) needs while enabling additional income for the families. Plant 
matter and poultry in a small scale are sectors NGOs can focus on more extensively in this 
connection. Emphasis on sewing and craft making can help, too. 
• Ensuring women’s participation in the camp’s participatory planning process. Need assessment, 
site inspection, and consultation for feedback all should incorporate community women. Consultation 
should be done separately with the men and the women, and it is imperative to go to the women 
instead of bringing them out to public meetings. This practice should be followed by all the agencies: 
it prioritizes a need to manipulate the agencies’ internal structure to engage female professionals in 
the technical sector (planning/engineering/architecture). The camp’s physical planning sector, though 
construction is currently an all-male space, should ensure that women’s interests are not relegated to 
lower-priority needs. Women’s input can be collected in various ways feasible on the ground; these 
may include Focus Group Discussion (FGD) primarily and also be supported by interviews.83 
 
82 Gender planning is seen as a tradition of planning that aims to ensure that women, through empowering 
themselves, achieve equality and equity with men (Moser, 1993).  
83 The tools needed (questions, discussion type, etc.) to collect best information must be formulated, too.  
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Moreover, sectors like GiHA WG and Gender Hub84 can be brought into the process of camp 
planning to monitor the participation and retain the interest of women. If enforced and regularized, 
the practice of women’s participation in this process is likely to impact both the top- and bottom-level 
relations by enabling them to value women’s voices over their mere representation. 
• Enabling the use of common toilets by the women. As long as no alternatives are in place, it is 
crucial to make the commonly placed toilets usable for the women. For this purpose, instead of 
putting male and female toilets, together separated only by symbols, groupings of all-male and all-
female toilets can serve better. This may require a small increase in the number of sets to maintain the 
standard minimum distance from houses, so the budget has to be adjusted accordingly. The location 
for women’s toilets may be chosen in a way that falls mostly out of the public commute. Ideas can be 
generated on how to maintain safe zones85 for women in small scale. Community-led management of 
communal toilet is not uncommon in the field of planning, and female community volunteers can also 
be engaged in such management process. Community leaders and elderly males can be engaged with 
the process for community policing who should be incentivized to educate or check on other men in 
their blocks. The planning ideas described above are speculations of what I have observed and 
understood from the women’s experiences and need further examination of course. 
Strategic (long-term) need-based interventions 
 According to gender planning tradition, the strategic goal for planners in the current context is to 
impact the power imbalance to ultimately change women’s position in the relations. The one-way goal 
here is not to “emancipate” women from subordination but to bring positive changes in women’s lives by 
impacting the gender relations, because the incidence of subordination is not homogeneous but rather 
complex, varied and strategic, as my thesis has shown. Therefore, the top priority should be to minimize 
the negative impacts of the power imbalance at household and community levels (such as domestic 
 
84 These sectors operate to strengthen accountability of the humanitarian programs to ensure women’s integration 
into the operation. For more information see Humanitarian Response Bangladesh at 
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/bangladesh. 
85 The women-only space as safe spaces for women are already operating that strictly maintain the absence of men. 
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violence, sexual abuse, or severe restrictions on mobility posed by religion). This will act ultimately in 
favor of changes in women’s positions obtained through education and economic participation. The 
proposed interventions are discussed below. 
• Making education available to more women and girls. The existing informal education programs 
needs to be made available to more women and girls, and for this purpose incentives to the family can 
be introduced such as food or cash for education (these exist in Bangladesh). The women’s space can 
play an important role as an informal school space for women above the age of 11–12 in particular. 
Home-based schooling is a feasible option for the particular context.  
• Manipulating the education curriculum to influence gender relations. Education should be 
strategically utilized to influence the gender relations besides skill development. Cultural components 
(pictorial, demonstrations) can be used in this connection to promote awareness against domestic 
violence or sexual abuse while upholding women’s roles in the community. In fact, education can be 
brought under the umbrella of Islamic education (e.g., like the madrasa curriculum of Bangladesh), 
which will generate more acceptance among the community about women’s education.  
• Including men in the gender-based programs. The process that locates women primarily as 
recipients of care programs (i.e., mental health care) and men as the decision makers/earners (as ones 
enough for themselves) has given rise to excessive care-based services to the women on the one 
hand, and on the other has overlooked similar services for men (mental and physical healthcare in 
particular).86 In this connection, I see a need to manipulate the existing gender-based programs in 
two specific areas: mental health care and family-planning programs. Bringing men into the trauma 
counseling services besides just women is crucial and has the potential to minimize incidents of 
domestic violence induced by the men’s frustration due to loss of work and lack of engagement or 
loss of power that they exert over women. Additionally, initiatives to engage men in more activities 
beside economic (e.g., outdoor games, community management, educators’ roles) should be 
 
86 My conversation with an NGO employee revealed her knowledge of a man coming to the center asking for 
counseling services who claimed that he was very frustrated at the camps without any work and admitted that he 
used to beat his wife and children out of desperation. He also wondered why weren’t there any services for men. 
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introduced; these are likely to provide purpose to their new lives. Similarly, men should be brought 
into the strategies of family-planning programs: similar to other awareness programs, discussion 
with men and women in separate groups about the importance of family planning and their role in it 
should be introduced. The actions, although immediate, are intended to influence a long-term gain. 
• Policy design to address the unintended consequences: Methodological suggestion. To actually 
impact women’s position, it is vital to at least foresee the possible consequences of socio-cultural 
repressions for women that follow and reproduce the imbalance in this context. Beside promoting 
economic opportunities for women to enable them to become increasingly independent and to have 
access to resources, the policies should also strategically influence the society to accept and value 
the importance of the changes to prevent the repressive circumstances that follow. For this 
discussion, I want to borrow the concept of “elective affinity” from Weber’s verstehen methodology 
into the process of gender planning. Verstehen enables the identification of the variables that can be 
applied to foresee a desirable outcome through elective affinity.87 In simple terms, by identifying the 
variables and manipulating them in combination with other elements, the potential to producing 
more desired outcomes may be increased. Through my study, for example, a combination of 
elements that I identify to be effective in this context is a combination of economic engagement, 
education, and religion.  
 
87 Elective affinity is an 18th-century chemical term (pre-molecular/atomic chemistry). First coined by a Swedish 
chemist named Torborn Bergman (1775), who argued that an element in a chemical reaction shows different 
intensities to produce an outcome depending on the combination of other elements in the process. He listed those 
intensities in more or less in ordinal terms. Later, philosopher/writer Johann Goethe used the chemical analogy to 
deal with the incalculable complexity of individual and social conduct, to suggest the unpredictability of the 
“emergent” qualities of social events, particularly in his novel Elective Affinity (1888). Then Max Weber borrowed 
this analogy as his methodological tool for his famous work (1904) The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism. Here he discovered, in simple terms, that the elements within the “Protestant work ethic” had affinities 
for producing capitalism, even though it was not the goal of Protestant practitioners (i.e., an unintended 
consequence). See Löwy (2004) for more discussion on Weber’s elective affinity. I have been encouraged to 
promote the method into the planning field by realizing its relevance following its application on Bangladesh socio-
cultural discussions (Islam, 2001). The method of elective affinity does not seek prediction, but it can allow its 
practitioners to foresee possible outcomes of a social action. Along this line, Richard Howe (1979), in his widely 
read article, provided a more organized roadmap for such possibility through which some degree of ordinal ranking 
of affinities of social variables for producing an outcome may be possible. 
   
 
103 
 
 Though participation in economy and education are in place as vital elements of empowerment, 
religion is the crucial third element-an undeniable feature that shapes Rohingya community’s socio-
cultural (also world) belief system. Therefore it has a greater affinity to influence the community to 
accommodate change. Based on this process, for example, within religious discussions intended for 
both men and women, examples of women’s contributions from Islamic history, women’s rights, and 
the concept of purdah for men88 too need emphasis. Roles of both female and male religious 
educators or male religious leaders (mollah, Imams) needs to be utilized in this process. This would 
indeed be a strategic intervention: if religiously reinforced, the community is more likely to accept 
the roles and rights of others.  
 The methodologies are very relevant for the principles of gender planning and can be 
incorporated into the planning procedure89—incorporation of the verstehen methodology into the 
procedure of gender diagnosis can enable the identification of the important variables based on 
which gender objectives will be formulated. Gender entry strategy can easily incorporate the concept 
of elective affinity to better decide the entry points (through policy, programs, projects) by 
strategically choosing the priority elements.  
 Of course, the recommendations require further study and careful consideration before their 
actual applications. With the promotion of the methodology, the possibility of planning interventions to 
reach a desired outcome is higher for this particular context in terms of its attempt to address the possible 
consequences associated with changes in women’s positions. Ultimately, for the global South context, I 
believe that by involving the proposed gender planning methodology within both the development and the 
humanitarian realm, a re-conceptualization of women’s agency and redesigned programs of women’s 
empowerment can also be sought.   
 
 
88 The underlying principle of the concept of purdah in Islam (Quran in particular) is to not attract strangers (of the 
opposite sex) which not only instructs ways of clothing for women but also for men. And, instructs men to 
lower/control their gaze upon women (in simple terms) too.   
89 The gender planning framework involves the following procedures: gender diagnosis, gender objectives, gender 
monitoring, gender consultation, and participation and gender entry strategy (Moser & Levy, 1986; Levy, 1991).  
104 
 
REFERENCES 
 
Abecassis, D. (1990). Identity Islam and human development in rural Bangladesh. University Press 
Limited. 
Abourahme, N. (2015). Assembling and spilling‐over: Towards an “ethnography of cement” in a 
Palestinian refugee camp. Int J Urban Regional, 39, 200–217. 
Adams, N. (2015). Religion and women’s empowerment in Bangladesh [Occasional paper]. The Berkeley  
Center for Religion, Peace, and World Affairs, Georgetown University. 
Ager, A., Ager, L., and Long, L. (1995). The differential experience of Mozambican refugee women and 
men. Journal of Refugee Studies, 8(3), 265–287. 
Agier, M. (2008). On the margins of the world: The refugee experience today (English ed.). Polity. 
Agier, M., Nice, R., & Wacquant, L. (2002). Between war and city: Towards an urban anthropology of 
refugee camps. Ethnography, 3(3), 317–341. 
Ahmed, H. U. (2019). A historical overview of the Rohingya crisis. Dhaka Tribune. 
https://www.dhakatribune.com/opinion/longform/2019/07/27/a-historical-overview-of-the-rohingya-
crisis. 
Akhanda, M. R. (2013). Arakander musalmander itihash. Bangladesh Cooperative Book Society.  
Al-Nassir, S. (2016). Refugee camps as a spatial phenomenon of self-organization. Policy brief for the 
global sustainable development report. UN publication. 
Allmen, E. (1987). The refugee woman and her family. Canada's Journal on Refugees, 6(3), 8-13. 
Amnesty International. (July 19, 2016). Myanmar: Abuses against Rohingya erode human rights progress. 
http://www.amnesty.org/en/news/myanmar-rohingya-abuses-show-human-rights-progressbacktracking-
2012-07-19.  
Anderson, M. B., Brazeau, A. & Overholt, C. A. (1992). People-Oriented  Planning Process. UNHCR. 
Asia Watch. (October 13, 2006). Burma, rape, forced labor and religious persecution in northern Arakan. 
http://www.kaladanpress.org/index.php/report/rohingya/202-burma-rape-force-labor-andreligious-
persecution-in-northern-arakan.html.  
Baines, E. K. (2004). Vulnerable bodies: Gender, the UN and the global refugee crisis. Ashgate. 
Bakker, I. (2003). Neoliberal governance and the reprivatization of social reproduction: Social 
provisioning and shifting gender orders. In Bakker, I., & Gill, S. (eds.), Power, production and social 
reproduction (pp. 66–82). Palgrave Macmillan. 
Baltimore Sun (1995, April 8). Hillary Clinton's session with the women of.... 
https://www.baltimoresun.com/news/bs-xpm-1995-04-08-1995098089-story.html.  
105 
 
Barvosa-Carter, E. (2001). Strange tempest: Agency, poststructuralism, and the shape of feminist politics 
to come. International Journal of Sexuality and Gender Studies, 6(1/2), 123–137. 
Bauman, Z. (2002). In the lowly nowhere villes of liquid modernity: Comments on and around Agier. 
Ethnography, 3(3), 343–349. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24048114.  
Bayat, A. (1997). Street politics: Poor people’s movements in Iran. Columbia University Press. 
Bhattachariya, B. (1927). Bengali influence in Arakan, Bengal past and present. Journal of the Calcutta 
Historical Society, 33(65–66), 139–144. 
Beech, H. (2020, February 7). Rohingya statelessness and its implications for Bangladesh: Steve Ross 
[video]. Youtube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7LmlIzA2Sb8&feature=youtu.be. 
Bourdieu, P. (2006). The Structure of the habitus. In H. Moore & T. Sanders (eds.), Anthropology in 
Theory: Issues in Epistemology, (pp. 352–356). Blackwell Publishing. 
Bourdieu, P., & Wacquant, L. (1992). An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology. Polity Press. 
Bourdieu, P. (1991). Language and Symbolic Power. Sociological Theory, 7(1), 18–26 
Bosson, A. (2007).Forced migration/internal displacement in Burma with an emphasis on government-
controlled areas. Report by Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, Geneva. 
Butler, J. (2004). Undoing gender. Routledge. 
Butler, J. (1999). Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. Routledge 
Butler, J. (1997). The psychic life of power: Theories in subjugation. Stanford University Press. 
Callamard, A. (1996), ‘Flour is Power’, In W. Giles, H. Moussa & P. Van Esterik (eds.), Development 
and Diaspora (pp. 44–60), Artemis Enterprise. 
Chakravarty, S, G. (1987). In other worlds: Essays in cultural politics. Methuen. 
Chambers, C. (2007). Sex, Culture & Justice: The Limits of Choice, Penn State Press 
Cheesman, N. (2017). How in Myanmar “national races” came to surpass citizenship and exclude 
Rohingya. Journal of Contemporary Asia, 47(3), 461–483. 
Collins, P., & Bilge, S. (2016). Intersectionality. Polity Press. 
Comaroff, J., & Comaroff, J. (2006). Introduction to Of Revelation and Revolution. In H. Moore & T. 
Sanders (eds.), Anthropology in theory: Issues in epistemology (pp. 382–396). Blackwell Publishing. 
Connell, P. (1997), Understanding victimization and agency: Considerations of race, class and gender. 
PoLAR: Political and Legal Anthropology Review, 20, 115–143. 
Crawley, H. (1997). Women as asylum seekers: A legal handbook. Immigration Law Practitioners 
Association. 
106 
 
Dağtaş, S. (2018). Inhabiting difference across religion and gender: Displaced women’s experiences at 
Turkey’s border with Syria, Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees, 34(1), 50–59. 
Davies, B. (1991). The concept of agency: A feminist poststructuralist analysis. Social Analysis: The 
International Journal of Social and Cultural Practice, 30, 42–53. 
de Certeau. M. (1984). The practice of everyday life. University of California Press. 
Del Mundo, F. (1995). Do we really care? Refugees, 100, 10–13. 
Desai, M. (2002). Transnational solidarity: Women’s agency, structural adjustments, and globalization. In 
N. Naples & M. Desai (eds.), Women’s activism and globalization: Linking local struggles and 
transnational politics (pp. 11–33). Routledge. 
Eaton, R. M. (1993). The rise of Islam and the Bengal frontier, 1204–1760. University of California 
Press. 
Ehrkamp, P. (2013). “I've had it with them!” Younger migrant women's spatial practices of conformity 
and resistance. Gender, Place and Culture, 20(1): 19–36. 
Escalante. S. O., & Valdivia, B. G. (2015). Planning from below: Using feminist participatory methods to 
increase women's participation in urban planning. Gender & Development, 23(1), 113-126. 
Farrington, M. (2019). Social and feminist design in emergency contexts: The Women’s Social 
Architecture Project, Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. Gender & Development, 27(2), 295–315. 
Farzana, K. F. (2017). Memories of Burmese Rohingya refugees: Contested identity and belonging. 
Palgrave Macmillan. 
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, E. (2010). “Ideal” Refugee Women and Gender Equality Mainstreaming in the 
Sahrawi Refugee Camps: “Good Practice” for Whom?, Refugee Survey Quarterly, 29(2), 64–84. 
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, E. (2014). The ideal refugees: Islam, gender, and the Sahrawi politics of survival. 
Syracuse University Press. 
Finden, A. (2018). Active Women and Ideal Refugees: Dissecting Gender, Identity and Discourse in the 
Sahrawi Refugee Camps. Feminist Review, 120(1), 37–53. 
Foucault, M. (2006). The body of the condemned. In H. Moore & T. Sanders (eds.), Anthropology in 
Theory: Issues in Epistemology, (pp. 352–356). Blackwell Publishing. 
Freedman, J. (2007). Gendering the international asylum and refugee debate. Palgrave Macmillan.  
Freedman, J. (2015). Gendering the international asylum and refugee debate (2nd ed.). Palgrave 
Macmillan.  
Fraser, N. (1995). False antitheses. In S. Benhabib, J. Butler, D. Cornell, & N. Fraser (eds.), Feminist 
contentions: A philosophical exchange (pp. 59–74). Routledge. 
Giacaman, R. (1989). Palestinian women in the uprising: From followers to leaders. Journal of Refugee 
Studies, 2(1), 139-146. 
107 
 
Giddens, A. (1984). The constitution of society: Outline of the theory of structuration. University of 
California Press.  
Greenough, P. R. (1982). Prosperity and misery in modern Bengal: The famine of 1943-44. Oxford 
University Press. 
Grewal, I. (2005). Gendering refugees: New national/transnational subjects. In I. Grewal (ed.), 
Transnational America: Feminisms, diasporas, neoliberalisms (pp. 158–195). Duke University Press.   
Gupta, A., & Ferguson, J. (1992). Beyond “culture”: Space, identity and politics of difference. Cultural 
Anthropology, 7(1), 6–23. 
Grundy-warr, C., & Siew, Y. E. W. (2002). Geographic of displacement: The Karenni and the Shan 
across the Myanmar-Thailand border. Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography, 23(1), 93–122. 
Haeri, S. (2007). Resilience and post-traumatic recovery in cultural and political context. Journal of 
Aggression, Maltreatment and Trauma, 14(1): 287–300 
Hallward, M. C., & Norman, J. M. (2011). Nonviolent resistance in the Second Intifada: Activism and 
advocacy. Palgrave Macmillan. 
Hankivsky, O. (2014). Intersectionality 101. The Institute for Intersectionality Research & Policy, SFU. 
http://vawforum-cwr.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/intersectionallity_101.pdf 
Harrell-Bond, B. E. (1986). Imposing aid: Emergency assistance to refugees. Oxford University Press. 
Harvey, G. E. (1967). History of Burma: From the earliest times to 10 March 1824, the beginning of the 
English conquest. Frank Cass and Co. Ltd. 
Hassim, S., & Gouws, A. (1998). Redefining the public space: Women’s organizations, gender  
consciousness and civil society in South Africa. Politikon, 25(2): 53–76. 
Hasso, F, S. (2005), Resistance, repression and gender politics in occupied Palestine and Jordan. 
Syracuse University Press. 
Hilsdon, A.‐M. (2007), Introduction: Reconsidering agency—Feminist anthropologies in Asia. The 
Australian Journal of Anthropology, 18, 127-137.  
Himmelstrand, K. (1990). Can an aid bureaucracy empower women? In K. Staudt (ed.), Women, 
international development and politics. Temple university Press. 
Hoffman, S. J., Tierney, J. D., & Robertson, C. L. (2017). Counter-narratives of coping and becoming: 
Karen refugee women’s inside/outside figured worlds. Gender, Place & Culture, 24(9), 1346–1364. 
Honwana, A. (2000). Innocent and guilty: Child soldiers as interstitial and tactical agents. Politique 
Africaine, 4(80), 58–78. 
Howe, R. (1979). Max Weber’s elective affinities: Sociology within the bounds of pure reason. American 
Journal of Sociology, 84(2), 366–385. 
108 
 
Htusan, E. (August 25, 2017). Myanmar: 71 die in militant attacks on police, border posts. Associated 
Press. http://www.spokesman.com/stories/2017/aug/25/myanmar-71-die-in-militantattacks-on-police-
borde/.  
Hyndman, J. (1997). Refugee self-management and the question of governance. Refugee, 16(2), 16–22. 
Hyndman, J. (1998). Representing refugee women: Gender and work in three Kenyan camps. Refugee, 
17(1), 10–15. 
Hyndman, J. (2000). Managing displacement: Refugees and the politics of humanitarianism. University 
of Minnesota Press. 
Hyndman, J. (2004), Refugee camps as conflict zones: The politics of gender. In W. M. Giles & J. 
Hyndman (eds.), Sites of violence: Gender and conflict zones (pp. 193–212). University of California 
Press. 
Hyndman, J. (2010), Introduction: The feminist politics of refugee migration. Gender, Place, and 
Culture, 17(4), 453–459.  
Hutchinson, S. (2018). Gendered insecurity in the Rohingya crisis. Australian Journal of International 
Affairs, 72(1), 1–9. 
Indra, D. (1987). Gender: A key dimension of the refugee experience. Refugee: Canada’s Journal on 
Refugees, 6(3), 3–4. 
Indra, D. (1989). Ethnic Human Rights and Feminist Theory: Gender Implications for Refugee Studies 
and Practice. Journal of Refugee Studies, 2(2), 221-242. 
Indra, D. (1999). Not a “Room of One’s Own”: Engendering forced migration knowledge and practice. In 
D. Indra (ed.), Engendering forced migration: Theory and practice. (pp. 1-21). Berghahn Books. 
Islam, M. N. K. (2001). Patron-client culture in Bangladesh and the resulting weak state and stubborn 
rural socio-economic stagnation [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. North Carolina State University.  
Jaji, R. (2015). Normative, agitated, and rebellious femininities among East and Central African refugee 
women. Gender, Place & Culture, 22(4), 494–509.  
Jilani, A. F. K. (1999). The Rohingyas of Arakan: Their quest for justice. The University Press Limited 
(Dhaka). 
Kabeer, N. (2005). Gender equality and women empowerment: A critical analysis of third millennium 
development goal. Gender and Development, 13(1), 13–24. 
Karl, M. (1983). Women in rural development. In Women in development: A resource guide. ISIS 
International Women’s Information and Communication Service (Geneva). 
Karl, M. (1995), Women and empowerment: Participation and decision making. Atlantic Highlands. 
Kelly, N. (1989). Report of the International Consultation on Refugee Women, (Geneva). 
Khan, E, & Khan, S. S. (2009). Bangladesh forgets to look east, Dhaka Courier 26(14). 7-10 
109 
 
Khairy, H. (1986). Community participation in urban development projects in planning with women for 
urban development 1984. [Working Paper no. 8]. DPU Gender and Planning, London. 
Khattak, Saba G. (1995). Militarization, masculinity and identity in Pakistan: Effects on women. In 
Nighat Said Khan & Afiya Shehrbano Zia (eds.), Unveiling the issues, (pp. 22–40). ASR Publications. 
Khoury, L. (2005). Women in the United States of America: The struggle for economic citizenship. In J. 
M . Bilson & C. Fluehr Lobban (eds.), Female wellbeing: Toward a global theory of social change (pp. 
322–354). Zed Books. 
Khoury, L. Dana, S & Falah, G. W. (2013) “Palestine as a Woman”: Feminizing Resistance and Popular 
Literature. The Arab World Geographer, 16(2), 147–176 
Krause, U. (2014). Analysis of empowerment of refugee women in camps and settlements. Journal of 
Internal Displacement, 4(1), 29–52. 
Kreitzer, L. (2002), Liberian refugee women: A qualitative study of their participation in planning camp 
programmes. International Social Work, 45(1), 45–58. 
Lawson, V., & Klak, T. (1990). Conceptual linkages in the study of production and reproduction in Latin 
America, Economic Geography, 66(5): 310–327. 
Leach, B. (2005). Agency and the Gendered Imagination: Women's Actions and Local Culture in 
Steelworker Families, Identities, 12(1), 1–22.  
Lenette, C., Brough, M., & Cox, L. (2013). Everyday resilience: Narratives of single refugee women with 
children. Qualitative Social Work, 12(5), 637–653. 
Lentin, R. (2011), Palestinian women from Femina Sacra to agents of active resistance. Women's Studies 
International Forum, 34(3), 165–170. 
Levy, C. (1991). ‘Critical issues in translating gender concerns into planning competence in the 1990s’, 
[Paper]. Presented at Joint ACSP and AESOP International Congress, Planning Transatlantic: Global 
Change and Local Problems, Oxford, UK. 
Lister, R. (2003, September). Feminist theory and practice of citizenship [Paper]. Presented at the annual 
conference of the DVPW (German Political Science Association), Mainz. 
http://www.dvpw.de/data/doc/ad-hocCitizen.pdf. 
Löwy, M. (2004). The concept of elective affinity according to Max Weber. [Abstract]. Archives de 
sciences sociales des religions, 127(3), 6. 
MacLeod, A. (1992). Hegemonic relations and gender resistance: The new veiling as accommodating 
protest in Cairo. Signs, 17(3), 533–557. 
Mahoney, M. (1992). Exit: Power and the idea of leaving in love, work and confirmation hearings. 
Southern California Law Review, 65(3), 1283–1319. 
Mahoney, M. (1994). Victimization or oppression? Women's lives, violence, and agency. In M. A. 
Fineman & R. Mykitiuk (eds.), The Public Nature of Private Violence (pp. 59–92), Routledge. 
110 
 
Malkki, L. H. (1996), Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism and Dehistoricization, Cultural 
Anthropology, 11(3), 377–404. 
Manchanda, R. (2004). Gender conflict and displacement: Contesting “Infantilisation” of forced migrant 
women. Economic and Political Weekly, 39(37), 4179–4186. 
Martin, S. F. (2004). Refugee women (2nd ed). Lexington Books. 
McDowell, L. (1991). Restructuring production and reproduction: Some theoretical and empirical issues 
relating to gender, or women in Britain. In M. Gottdiener & C. Pickvance (eds.), Urban life in transition 
(pp. 77–105). Sage Publications. 
McEwan, C. (2000). Engendering citizenship: Gendered spaces of democracy in South Africa. Political 
Geography, 19(5), 627–651. 
McEwan, C. (2001). Bringing government to the people: Gender, local governance and community 
participation in South Africa, Geoforum, 34(4), 469–481. 
McNay, L. (1999). Subject, Psyche, and Agency: The work of Judith Butler. Theory. Culture & Society, 
16(2), 175-193 
McNay, L. (2000) Gender and agency: Reconfiguring the subject in feminist and social theory. Polity. 
McSpadden, L., & Moussa, H. (1993). “I have a name”: The gender dynamics in asylum and resettlement 
of Ethiopian Eritrean refugees in North America. Journal of Refugee Studies, 6(3), 203–225. 
Miraftab, F.(2004). Invented and invited spaces of participation: Neoliberal citizenship and feminists’ 
expanded notion of politics. Wagadu: Journal of Transnational Women’s and Gender Studies. 
http://colfax.cortland.edu/wagadu/Volume%201/Printable/miraftab.pdf.  
Miraftab, F. (2006). Feminist praxis, citizenship and informal politics: Reflections on South Africa’s anti-
eviction campaign. International Feminist Journal of Politics, 8(2), 194–218. 
Mohanty, C. (1991). Introduction: Cartographies of struggle. In C. Mohanty, A. Russo, & L. Terres 
(eds.), The third world women and the politics of feminism (pp. 1–47). Indiana University Press. 
Mohanty, C. (1991). Feminism without Borders: Decolonising Theory, Practising Solidarity. Duke 
University Press. 
Moore, H., & Sanders, T. (2006). Anthropology and epistemology. In H. Moore & T. Sanders (eds.), 
Anthropology in theory: Issues in epistemology (pp. 1–21). Blackwell Publishing. 
Moser, C. O. N. (1993). Gender planning and development theory, practice and training. Routledge.  
Moser, C. O. N. and Levy, C. (1986). A theory and methodology of gender planning: meeting women’s 
practical and strategic gender needs, [Working Paper]. DPU Gender and Planning, London.  
Nahla Valji, L., & Moffett, H. (2003). Where are the women? Gender discrimination in refugee policies 
and practices. Agenda: Empowering Women for Gender Equity, 55, 61–72. 
Naples, N. (1998). Women’s community activism and feminist activist research. In N. Naples (ed.), 
Community activism and feminist politics (pp. 1–27). Routledge. 
111 
 
Nordby, L. (2018). Gender-based violence in the refugee camps in Cox Bazar—A case study of Rohingya 
women’s and girls’ exposure to gender-based violence [Master’s Thesis]. Uppsala Universitat.  
Nussbaum, M. (1999). The professor of parody. New Republic 22. 
http://www.tnr.com/archive/0299/022299/nussbaumO22299.ht.    
Nyers, P. (2006). Rethinking refugees. Routledge. 
Ogundipe-Leslie, M. (1996, 8 February). Recreating ourselves: Gender issues for African women today 
[Paper presentation]. School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London. 
Oo, Z. M., & Kusakabe, K. (2010). Motherhood and social network: Response strategies of internally 
displaced Karen women in Taungoo district. Women’s Studies International Forum, 33(5), 482–491.  
Owens, P. (2009). Reclaiming “bare life”?: Against Agamben on refugees. International Relations, 23(4), 
567–582. 
Parker, L. (2005). The Agency of Women in Asia. Cavendish Square Publishing. 
Parker, L. & Dales, L. (2014). Introduction: The Everyday Agency of Women in Asia, Asian Studies 
Review, 38(2), 164-167. 
Larson, E., George, A., Morgan, R., & Poteat, T. (2016). 10 Best resources on intersectionality with an 
emphasis on low- and middle-income countries. Health policy and planning, 31(8), 964-969. 
Pavlish, C. (2005). Action responses of Congolese refugee women. Journal of Nursing Scholarship 37(1), 
10–17. 
Pearlman, W. (2011). Violence, nonviolence, and the Palestinian national movement. Cambridge 
University Press. 
Peteet, J. (1992). Gender in crisis: Women and the Palestinian resistance movement. Columbia 
University Press. 
Peteet, J. (2005). Landscape of hope and despair: Palestinian refugee camps. University of Pennsylvania 
Press. 
Philips, A. (1998). Feminism and politics. Oxford University Press. 
Pittaway, E. (2008). The Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh: A failure of the international protection 
regime. In H. Adelman (ed.), Protracted displacement in Asia: No place to call home (pp. 83-106). 
Ashgate. 
Purdam, T. S. (1995, April 4). Bengali Women Are Candid With Hillary Clinton. The New York Times. 
https://www.nytimes.com/1995/04/04/world/bengali-women-are-candid-with-hillary-clinton.html 
Rahman, F. (2019). “I find comfort here”: Rohingya women and taleems in Bangladesh’s refugee camps. 
Journal of Refugee Studies. 0(0), 1-16. https://doi-org.eres.qnl.qa/10.1093/jrs/fez054  
Rajasingham, D. (2001), Ambivalent empowerment: The tragedy of Tamil women. In R. Manchanda 
(ed.), Women, war and peace in South Asia (pp. 102-130). Sage Publications. 
112 
 
Ram, K. (1993). Too traditional once again: Some post-structuralists on the aspirations of the 
immigrant/Third World female subject. Australian Feminist Studies, 17, 5–28. 
Redclift, V. (2013). Statelessness and citizenship: Camps and the creation of political space. 
Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group. 
Refugees International (2012, July 17). Myanmar, Bangladesh trample on Rohingya rights. 
http://www.refintl.org/press-room/press-release/myanmar-bangladesh-trample-rohingya-rightss.  
Richter-Devroe, S. (2011). Palestinian women’s everyday resistance: Between normality and 
normalisation. Journal of International Women's Studies, 12(2), 32–46. 
Richter-Devroe, S. (2018). Women's political activism in Palestine: Peacebuilding, resistance, and  
survival. University of Illinois Press. 
Riley, A., Varner, A., Ventevogel, P., & Hasan, T. (2017). Daily stressors, trauma exposure, and mental 
health among stateless Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh. Transcultural Psychiatry, 54(3), 304–331. 
Robinson, I. G., & Rahman, I. S. (2012). The unknown fate of the stateless Rohingya. Oxford Monitor of 
Forced Migration, 2(2), 16–20. 
Ross, S. (2020, February 7). Rohingya statelessness and its implications for Bangladesh: Steve Ross 
[video]. Youtube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DMB5QIDvJxk&feature=youtube. 
Ryan, C. (2015). Everyday resilience as resistance: Palestinian women practicing Sumud. International 
Political Sociology, 9(4), 299–315.  
Saigol, R. (2002). At home or in the grave: Afghan women and the reproduction of patriarchy [Working 
paper]. Sustainable Development Policy Institute. 
Sánchez, C. J. (2016). Refugee women in the Sahrawi camps: Towards gender equality. International 
Journal of Gender Studies in Developing Societies, 1(4). 317-326. 
Sandercock, L. (1998). Towards Cosmopolis. John Wiley & Sons.  
Sanyal, R. (2011). Squatting in camps: Building and insurgency in spaces of refuge. Urban Studies, 48(5), 
877–890.  
Sanyal, R. (2014). Urbanizing refuge: Interrogating spaces of displacement. International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research, 38, 558–572. 
Scott, J. (1990). Domination and the arts of resistance: Hidden transcripts. Yale University Press. 
www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1np6zz. 
Sen, A. (1981). Poverty and famine: An essay on entitlement and deprivation. Oxford University Press. 
Shahana, M., Jahangir, S., & Anisujjaman, M. (2019). Forced migration and the expatriation of the 
Rohingya: A demographic assessment of their historical exclusions and statelessness. Journal of Muslim 
Minority Affairs, 39(1), 44–60. 
113 
 
Shalhoub-Kevorkian, N. (2010). Palestinian women and the politics of invisibility: Towards a feminist 
methodology. Peace Prints: South Asian Journal of Peacebuilding, 3(1), 1–21. 
http://wiscomp.org/peaceprints/3-1/3.1.2.pdf 
Sigona, N. (2015). Campzenship: Reimagining the camp as a social and political space. Citizenship 
Studies, 19(1), 1–15. 
Smith, M. (1999). Burma: Insurgency and the politics of displacement crisis. Zed Books. 
South, A. (2007). Burma: The changing nature of displacement crises [Working paper no. 39]. Refugee 
Studies Centre. www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/files/files-1/wp39-burma-changing-nature-displacement-crises-
2007.pdf 
Squires, J. (2004). Politics beyond boundaries: A feminist perspective. In A. Leftwich (ed.), What is 
politics? (pp. 119-133). Polity. 
Steindl, C., Winding, K., & Runge, U. (2008). Occupation and participation in everyday life: Women's 
experiences of an Austrian refugee camp. Journal of Occupational Science, 15(1), 36–42. 
Stewart, A., & Malley, J. (1989). Case studies of agency and communion in women’s lives. In R. Unger 
(ed.), Representations: Social constructions of gender (pp. 61–76). Baywood. 
Swidler, A. (1986), Culture in action: Symbols and strategies. American Sociological Review, 51(2), 273–
286. 
Szczepanikova, A. (2005). Gender relations in a refugee camp: A case of Chechens seeking asylum in the 
Czech Republic. Journal of Refugee Studies, 18(3), 281–298. 
Thomson, S. (2013). Agency as silence and muted voice: The problem-solving networks of 
unaccompanied young Somali refugee women in Eastleigh, Nairobi. Conflict, Security & 
Development, 13(5), 589–609. 
Tinker, H. (1957). The Union of Burma: A study of the first year of independence. Oxford University 
Press.  
Tran, P. (1996). Rohingya refugees: An ambivalent future? Migration World Magazine, 5(1/2), 29–33. 
Tripp, A. M. (1998). Expanding ‘civil society’: Women and political space in contemporary 
Uganda, Commonwealth & Comparative Politics, 36(2), 84–107.  
Turner, S (2010). Politics of innocence. Hutu identity, conflict and camp life. Berghahn Books. 
Turton, D. (2003). Conceptualizing forced migrants [Working Paper Series, no. 12]. Refugee Studies 
Centre (Oxford). 
UNHCR. (1990, August). UNHCR policy on refugee women.  
UNHCR. (1991, July). Guidelines on the protection of refugee women.  
UNHCR. (1994, November). Criteria for selection of vulnerable group, Memorandum, DDB/HCR/0457. 
114 
 
Utas, M. (2005). Victimcy, girlfriending, soldiering: Tactic agency in a young woman’s social navigation 
of the Liberian war zone. Anthropological Quarterly, 78(2): 403–430. 
Vincent, M., & Sorensen, B. (2001). Caught in between borders: Response strategies of the internally 
displaced. Pluto Press. 
Weber, M. (1998). From Max Weber: Essay in Sociology (H. H. Gerth & C. W. Mills, eds. and trans.). 
Oxford University Press. 
Wolf, E. (2006). Introduction to Europe and the people without history. In H. Moore & T. Sanders (eds.), 
Anthropology in theory: Issues in epistemology (pp. 367–381). Blackwell Publishing. 
Yegar, M. (1972). The Muslim of Burma: A Study of Minority Groups. Hebrew University Press. 
Yuval-Davis, N. (1997). Women, citizenship and difference. Feminist Review Autumn, 57, 4–27. 
Zarni, M. (2013). A Brief Assessment of the official report of Myanmar’s Rohingya Ethnic Cleansing 
Inquiry Commission, Burma Task Force. www.burmataskforce.org/news/brief-assessment-official-report-
myanmars-rohingya-ethnic-cleansing-inquiry-commission  
Zempi I. &Chakraborti N. (2014). Constructions of Islam, Gender and the Veil. In I. Zempi & N. 
Chakraborti (eds), Islamophobia, Victimisation and the Veil (pp. 6–22). Palgrave Pivot.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
115 
 
APPENDIX A: FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION (FGD) GUIDE 
 
A. General background of the participants 
• How long have you been living here?  
• How many members do you have in your family?  
• What do they do?  
• Do you send your children to school? 
• Do you work outside home? If yes, what do you do and which time of the day you usually 
work? 
• Do you rear poultry?  
• Do you do handicrafts or sewing at home?  
B. Everyday activities 
• When do you usually wake up?  
• What is the first thing you do?  
• How do you manage proper diet for your family?  
• Do you cook for the family?  
• How many times a day do you have to cook?  
• Does anyone else from your family help in cooking?  
• Do households have their own kitchen?  
• How do you get water?  
• Do you have to go out to collect it? If yes, usually when? 
• How do you store water and food?  
• Do you go out to collect fuel woods? If yes, usually when?  
• Do women go to market to buy food?  
• Does anyone help you in buying foods or any other necessary things?  
• When do you and your family members usually eat meals?  
• Do houses have attached toilets?  
• Do your houses have bathing space in it?  
• When do you take rest usually in a day?  
• Do you go out to meet your neighbors?  
• Do others come to your house? 
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C.  Interactions with NGO workers and nature of assistances 
• Do NGO workers come to you?  
• For what kind of services?  
• Do you attend participatory meetings?  
• If yes, where is it held?  
• What services you get from NGOs for your family and yourself?  
• Do you use all the services?  
• If you are asked to name one thing that you need the most or struggle the most with, what 
would that be? 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
A. About the nature of the NGO projects 
 
• How long have you been working with the NGO?  
• What kind of projects do you have for this community? 
• What kind of services do you provide for women?  
• How do you interact with the women? Do you engage community participation techniques?  
• Do you engage women in the participation?  
• What are the challenges to engage women you think, if any?  
• Can you describe the process of your projects beginning from decision making to implementation 
and also follow up?  
 
B. About the Community  
 
• How long have you been working with the community?  
• Do you think your services are meeting their needs?  
• Do you think your services are reaching the women?  
• What is the major livelihood of the community?  
• Do you have women working as volunteers for your organization? If yes, for what kind of work?  
• Do the community reach to you with their needs and demands, how?  
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APPENDIX C: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL 
 
 
